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Abstract
There is little research about the gender-related barriers female military officers face when
working to advance in the ranks even though there continues to be research about gender bias
and discrimination when pursuing leadership and management positions. The purpose of this
qualitative phenomenological study was to examine the experiences of veteran female officers
who advanced in rank in the U.S. military. Secondarily, the purpose was to: (a) determine if
women experienced role congruity barriers, while advancing in rank and (b) determine if women
experienced role congruity when they attempted to advance in rank to elite-level leadership
positions. In this study, the viewpoint of veteran female officers, who served during the period
2010–2020, were examined. In addition, the perspectives of female officers who are still serving
were assessed with the purpose of comparing their gender related military leadership experiences
to those of veteran female officers. Data collection comprised of semistructured individual
interviews, focus group interviews, and artifacts. Eighteen participants were purposively selected
for semistructured individual interviews and four–eight participants for each set of six
semistructured focus group interviews, based upon specific criteria such as having a direct
commission or a commission through a Reserve Officer Training Corps Program, an Officer
Candidate School, or one of the U.S. military service academies. The insights from female
military leaders provide information not found in previous research.
Keywords: military, officer, veteran, women, role congruity, theory, elite, leadership
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Women have successfully performed and excelled in their jobs in the United States
military, but nonetheless face gender stereotyping and are not promoted to high-level leadership
positions at the same rate as their male counterparts (Asch et al., 2016; Dichter & True, 2015;
Keller et al., 2018; Loughlin & Arnold, 2007; Trobaugh, 2018; Williams & McGivern, 2017).
Asch et al. (2016) reported military career progression is different for minority and female
officers compared to White men. Despite significant advances in promoting workplace equality,
the military remains a male-dominated environment where women strive to demonstrate their
worth (Marencinova, 2018). Overall, the debates about women in the military failed to propose
practical solutions for fostering women’s complete acceptance as military leaders, and ultimately
as combatants (Amer & Jian, 2018; Brownson, 2014).
Background of the Study
Women represent a small percentage of Fortune 500 CEOs, executive officers, and board
members (Hoyt, 2016). Even in legislative and governing bodies, women comprise only 17% of
the seats in the U.S. Senate and 16.8% in the House of Representatives. In comparison, women
comprise only 6.1% of military officers in elite leadership roles such as rear admiral or brigadier
general (Hoyt, 2016). According to Martin and Barnard (2013), the challenges women
experience when working to advance and “persevere in historically male-dominated work
environments emanate from traditional gender hierarchies and norms that prevail in the family
and society” (p. 1).
According to Haile et al. (2016), the primary barriers to advancement overall are: (a)
gender stereotypes, (b) sexual tensions, (c) male chauvinism, and (d) not capitalizing on
women’s talents. Chisholm-Burns et al. (2017) concluded in their commentary that barriers to
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leadership for women included a lack of sponsors and mentors, work–life balance challenges,
stereotypes, and cultural biases. Wynen et al. (2015) found in their research that gender
stereotyping hinders women from being promoted to higher levels. Doan and Portillo (2019)
confirmed in their research on integrating women into combat positions that stereotyping is
embedded in the Army’s culture, and it plays a role in reinforcing gender roles within the
organization.
Koenig et al. (2011) found organizations perceive men to fit the cultural perception of
leadership better than women do, which results in greater access to leadership positions and
better chances of performing well. Gaines (2017) asserted women were challenged because of a
lack of support, unfairness, not being heard, mistreatment, and a perception of being
incompetent. Fisk (2016) added women take fewer risks, compared to men, which may decrease
their upward mobility. On the other hand, Haile et al. (2016) found the primary barriers included
organizational culture, policies, and work practices. Inesi and Cable (2015) found the
competence signals of high-achieving women, noted during the hiring process, could lead to
lower performance evaluations. Some supervisors may view women’s competence as threatening
to the gender hierarchy (Inesi & Cable, 2015). Researchers also determined that women are more
likely to be selected as successors when their male supervisors observe the organizational
climate to be promising for women (Virick & Greer, 2012). Finally, researchers determined
women may not be advancing because of inflexible work schedules and are not in the types of
senior-level positions that comprise the usual career path to elite leadership positions (Asch et
al., 2016; Johns, 2013).
Women face barriers to advancing to elite-level leadership positions. Doan and Portillo
(2017) stated women are traditionally fashioned to be the protected ones within military
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campaigns, and men are touted as leaders and protectors. In addition, the U.S. Marine Corps’
work environment requires women to continually prove they are valid and participating partners
of the organization (Brownson, 2014). Because men have the most power and influence over
decisions in predominately male organizations, women can be dramatically affected (Gaines,
2017). Those against women serving in combat jobs argued that women are not as strong as men,
and integration will interfere with organizational cohesion (Collins-Dogrul & Ulrich, 2018).
Women only began fighting in combat roles in the late 1980s (Army Women’s Foundation,
2021). The Department of Defense eliminated the ground combat exclusion rule for women in
2013 (Asch et al., 2016). On the other hand, those who support women serving in combat
positions contend that “women are already exposed to the violence of war” (Collins-Dogrul &
Ulrich, 2018, p. 454) and they should be allowed to serve in positions based on successfully
meeting job qualifications.
Statement of the Problem
Pinpointing and developing solutions for gender stereotypes and institutional bias
inherent in the U.S. military is a problem for military leaders at every level (Trobaugh, 2018).
Historically, the U.S. military has been inhospitable to women in specific settings, more so than
in corporate, public service, and traditional work environments (Bonnes, 2017; Dichter & True,
2015). Data consistently shows that female officers across all military branches are typically less
likely to advance through their careers at the same rates as male officers. This lack of
advancement results in a small number of women at the highest military leadership levels (Keller
et al., 2018). Furthermore, women leave the military earlier than planned because of sexual
assault and harassment, and the demands associated with caregiving roles (Dichter & True,
2015).
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Beyond lack of advancement, there are also differences in retention of women in the
service branches of the U.S. military. Significant differences in retention are essential factors in
the gaps between officer career advancement of men and women in the Air Force and the armed
forces, overall (Keller et al., 2018). Also, approximately 40% of male officers in combat
specialties choose to remain in the Navy beyond their initial service term commitments,
compared to less than 20% of women (Smith & Rosenstein, 2017). Even after serving up to 10
years, women in the Navy leave at a higher rate than men (Smith & Rosenstein, 2017).
College and university Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) programs play a critical
role in preparing men and women for military service because they produce the largest number
of commissioned officers for leadership positions in the U.S. military (Government
Accountability Office, 2013). Universities must abide by Title IX regulations and U.S. Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) guidelines that mandate equal and fair treatment
for students and employees (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.; U.S. Department of Justice,
2015). These rules are important because academic environments should nurture and promote
diversity, equity, and inclusion which instills respect for all people, regardless of gender.
In this study, the specific problem I examined was that female military officers have not
advanced at the same rate to elite-level leadership positions in the military nor as high levels as
their male counterparts. Subsequently, the number of women in the U.S. military increased
significantly over the past 40 years, yet inequity appears to be a serious problem at the top
leadership levels (Dichter & True, 2015). Women have also not been promoted at the same rates
as their male counterparts, and the exclusion from select military positions in the past has formed
a brass ceiling, resulting in limited advancement opportunities for women compared to their male
colleagues (Baker, 2014; Dichter & True, 2015). Collectively, these circumstances may create an
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environment that dissuades women from longer military service (Dichter & True, 2015), which
may contribute to future discrepancies in the numbers of women in the armed forces total, in
addition to limits in career advancement. Goldstein (2018) confirmed there are “deep-seated,
culturally ingrained” biases against women serving in combat that are likely to affect their career
advancement, negatively (p. 387).
Statement of the Purpose
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to examine the experiences
of veteran female officers who advanced in rank in the U.S. military. Secondarily, the purpose
was to: (a) determine if women experienced role congruity barriers, while advancing in rank and
(b) determine if women experienced role congruity when they attempted to advance in rank to
elite-level leadership positions. I also assessed the perspectives of female officers, who are
currently serving, to compare their gender-related military leadership experiences with veteran
female officers. Additionally, I discussed the pathways they chose to become officers through
the designated professional military education routes (which include university ROTC programs,
OCS, OTS, and military service academies). In this study, the sample included female officers
currently serving and/or served during the period 2010–2020. Stakeholders may use the research
from this study to increase awareness of female officers’ experiences and how those experiences
determined when and why they left the military.
Research Questions
RQ1. What are female officers’ experiences of pursuing advancement to senior-level
leadership positions in the U.S. military?
RQ2. What do female officers attribute to as reasons for their limited career advancement
in the U.S. Armed Forces?
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•

What are the barriers female officers face when seeking advancement in the U.S.
Armed Forces?

•

What challenges do female officers experience when seeking promotion to a
higher rank in the U.S. Armed Forces?

RQ3. How did veteran female officers successfully navigate U.S. military rank systems?
RQ4. Are female officers’ experiences serving in the U.S. military gendered?
•

Were veteran female officers’ lived experiences in the U.S. military gendered in
nature and if so, describe those experiences.

•

How do veteran female officers’ gendered experiences compare to currently
serving female officers’ gendered experiences?

RQ5. Do female officers experience role congruity in the U.S. military?
•

For female officers experiencing role congruity, what were their lived experiences
as they were advancing to different ranks?

•

For veteran female officers, who experienced role congruity, what were their
lived experiences at their highest rank?

Definition of Key Terms
Active duty. A 24-hour or daily service in the U.S. military (Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2021).
Brass ceiling. A term used in the military to indicate an implied barrier that limits
women’s career advancement compared to their male counterparts (Dichter & True, 2015).
Combat arm. Army specialties involved in combat such as Infantry, Field Artillery,
Aviation, Corps of Engineers, and Air Defense Artillery (U.S. Department of the Army, 1983).
Commissioned officer. An individual with a commission in any military service branch
(U.S. Department of the Army, 1983).

17
Commissioning source. The method an individual uses to become an officer in the U.S.
military, such as ROTC program, Officer Candidate School (OCS), Officer Training School
(OTS), U.S. military service academies, or direct appointment (Thirtle & National Defense
Research Institute, 2001).
Corps of cadets. A group of students who receive military instruction at colleges,
universities, and military service academies (Merriam-Webster, n.d.-a).
Delayed entry program. A program that applies to individuals, without military
experience, who have committed to serve in the active armed forces within 365 days
(Enlistments: Delayed Entry Program, 2010).
Elite-level leadership positions. Military jobs designed for general or flag officers in the
rank of Brigadier General (O-7) or equivalent and above (Hoyt, 2016).
Enlisted soldier. An Army service member whose rank is lower than a commissioned
officer (U.S. Department of the Army, 1983).
Female military officer. A woman who earned a commission through a ROTC program,
an Officer Candidate School (OCS), one of the U.S. military academies (Baldwin, 1996a), or
received a direct appointment (Thirtle & National Defense Research Institute, 2001).
Field grade officer. An individual who holds the rank of Colonel, Lieutenant Colonel, or
Major in the U.S. Army, U.S. Air Force, and U.S. Marine Corps, or Captain, Commander, or
Lieutenant Commander in the U.S. Navy and U.S. Coast Guard (U.S. Department of Defense,
n.d.-c.).
Flag officer. An individual in the Navy or Coast Guard whose rank is equivalent to a
general officer in the Marine Corps, Air Force, or Army (Merriam-Webster, n.d.-b).
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Glass ceiling. An implied barrier to career advancement for women (Baxter & Wright,
2000).
Honorable discharge. An official action that releases service members from the armed
forces at the end of a period of exemplary service (Merriam-Webster, n.d.-c).
Military service academies. The organizations are the elite schools that commission
officers under the aegis of the United States Armed Forces, specifically the U.S. Military
Academy, U.S. Naval Academy, U.S. Air Force Academy, and U.S. Coast Guard Academy (U.S.
Department of Defense, 2019).
Military service branches. The branches of the United States military are the U.S.
Army, U.S. Air Force, U.S. Marine Corps, U.S. Navy, and U.S. Coast Guard (U.S. Department
of Defense, n.d.-b).
Officer. An individual with a commission or warrant in any military service branch (U.S.
Department of the Army, 1983).
Officer candidate schools. Military training schools designed to prepare men and
women to become commissioned officers in the U.S. Army, U.S. Marine Corps, U.S. Navy or
U.S. Coast Guard (Marines, n.d.; Naval Education and Training Command, n.d.; U.S. Army Fort
Benning, Maneuver Center of Excellence, n.d.; U.S. Coast Guard, 2020).
Officer training schools. Military schools designed to prepare men and women to
become commissioned officers in the U.S. Air Force (U.S. Air Force, n.d.).
Professional military education (PME). Progressive education levels that provide
military officers with additional knowledge and skills to assume increasing levels of
responsibility (Farrell, 2020; Kuehn, 2016). PME includes Officer Candidate Schools, Military
Academies, ROTC/Cadet Corps Programs; Between-Rank Career Courses and Schools which
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includes intermediate-level education at the Army’s Command and General Staff College,
College of Naval Command and Staff, Marine Corps Command and Staff College, and Air
Command and Staff College; senior-level education at the Army War College, College of Naval
Warfare, Marine Corps War College, and Air War College (Farrell, 2020).
Reserve officer training corps. A college- and university-based leadership training
program offered to college students to become commissioned officers in the U.S. Army, U.S. Air
Force, U.S. Navy, or U.S. Marine Corps which collaborates with the U.S. Navy to produce its
commissioned officers (U.S. Department of Defense, 2019).
Retired. An individual who had a professional career (Merriam-Webster, n.d.-d).
Role congruity. A theory that proposes gender bias exists when women display typical
leadership traits that are associated with male leaders such as being aggressive (Eagly & Karau,
2002; Ko et al., 2015).
Senior-level leadership positions. Military jobs designated for senior officers in the rank
of Colonel (O-6) or equivalent and above (Nesbitt & Evertson, 2004).
Veteran. An individual who served on active duty in one of the five military service
branches and was discharged under honorable conditions (Veterans’ Benefits, 2010).
Summary
Women have served successfully in the U.S. military, but still experience gender bias and
career advancement challenges (Asch et al., 2016; Dichter & True, 2015; Keller et al., 2018;
Loughlin & Arnold, 2007; Trobaugh, 2018; Williams & McGivern, 2017). Although research
shows women have experienced slower promotions than their male counterparts, leaders in the
U.S. military have limited access to research linked to the role congruity-related barriers women
face in advancing to elite-level leadership positions in the military. Developing solutions for
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gender stereotypes and institutional bias in the military seems to puzzle leaders at every level
(Trobaugh, 2018).
I divided this study into five chapters. After the introduction, the study includes a
literature review that highlights published research about the inequity in leadership and the
conceptual framework of the topic. Next, an overview of the research method captures key
information about participants, instruments, procedures, and analysis. The results include some
outcomes that require further analysis. Finally, I interpreted the results as they related to the
research questions and sources annotated in the literature review, in addition to conclusions and
recommendations for practice and future research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
The general purpose of this chapter is to provide background information that covers
previously published research about the inequity in military leadership and the crucial factors for
career advancement even though there is an insufficiency of research on women in the U.S.
Armed Forces and their leadership experiences. First, I provide the literature search strategy for
conducting this research and an overview of the conceptual framework. Second, an overview of
the U.S. Armed Forces and its service members focus on pathways for women to become
officers. Third, a historical overview of the role of women in the U.S. Armed Forces highlights
military women who have achieved significant success. The historical information provides the
context for which female service members have operated for an understanding of the parameters
and experiences they still encounter today. Fourth, I discuss the challenges of women holding
military rank. Next, an examination of promotion and advancement focuses on the critical
elements for earning elite-level leadership positions. Additionally, exploring barriers to
promotion for female officers in the armed forces show how obstacles might be preventing
women from advancing to elite-level leadership positions. Finally, I highlight women’s gendered
military experiences.
Literature Search Methods
The literature search strategy consisted of reading and referencing peer-reviewed journal
articles from the ACU Brown Library, using ACU One Search, EBSCO Publications Finder,
Military and Government Collection, and ProQuest databases. Google Scholar provided access
to additional peer-reviewed journal articles, and the RAND Corporation’s research database
supplemented and provided access to its reports on female military officers’ career progression.
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The search phrases included (a) barriers and female military officers, (b) female officers
in the U.S. military, (c) female military officers and career advancement, (d) female military
officers and pregnancy, (e) gender stereotypes and U.S. military, (f) gender roles and U.S.
military, (g) gender integration and U.S. military, (h) gender discrimination and U.S. military,
(i) military women and leadership, (j) promotion and female military officers, (k) promotion
rates and U.S. military, (l) role congruity, (m) role congruity theory, (n) role congruity and
female military officers, (o) role congruity in the U.S. military, (p) veteran female officers, (q)
women and male-dominated professions, (r) women in the military, (s) women veterans, and (t)
education and U.S. military.
Conceptual Framework
In this study, I explored the experiences of veteran female officers who served in the U.S.
military using role congruity theory as the conceptual framework (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Role
congruity theory suggests that gender bias exists when women display typical leadership
characteristics, which are usually inconsistent with the characteristics linked to the stereotype of
the female gender (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Koenig & Eagly, 2014; Ritter & Yoder, 2004; SaintMichel, 2018). When Braun et al. (2017) reflected on the research about gender and implicit
leadership theories, they concluded women are less of a fit for the leader role because the usual
agentic characteristics of the leader role connect more with the male gender role. Because men
are the ideal leaders, women’s leadership is sometimes perceived as illegitimate (Eagly &
Heilman, 2016; Rhee & Sigler, 2015). Some organizational leaders perceive agentic traits as a
requirement for leaders in high-level leadership positions (Arnold & Loughlin, 2019). According
to Eagly and Heilman (2016), society’s belief that women are not as competent as men in
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leadership positions can hinder women’s job performance and undermine them in maledominated work environments.
According to Ko et al. (2015), men have been stereotyped as having agentic traits (e.g.,
independent, aggressive, and decisive), while women have been stereotyped as having communal
qualities (e.g., friendly, sympathetic, and giving). Eagly and Karau (2002) noted a role-congruity
theory of prejudice toward women leaders suggests that perceived inappropriateness between the
female gender role and leadership roles indicates two forms of discrimination: (a) viewing
women negatively compared to men as leaders and (b) assessing behavior that meets the criteria
of a leader role unfavorably when a woman portrays it. Because leaders are expected to have the
traits associated with the male gender role, some female officers in the U.S. military may not be
perceived as capable or competent as their male counterparts.
Hosek et al. (2001) examined military career progression as it related to minority and
gender differences and confirmed the military inclines to advocate “a physical, aggressive
leadership style” (p. 78). This bias may be enhanced in this type of environment where gender is
more noticeable, which could impact women’s opportunities for advancement (Ko et al., 2015).
According to Koenig et al. (2011), stereotyping continues to be a factor for women in advancing
to authoritative positions.
Leadership has largely been a male privilege in corporate, public service, military, and
traditional work settings, and female officers in the U.S. military have experienced challenges
that were found in those settings. According to Saint-Michel (2018), progress is still needed to
end gender stereotyping because leaders should be appreciated for their contributions, regardless
of their gender role orientation. Ritter and Yoder (2004) noted even when women have the
agentic qualities stereotypically associated with leadership, men are more likely than women to
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appear as the acknowledged group leaders. After some women have been promoted to high-level
positions, Rhee and Sigler (2015) stated, they must “conform to the masculine ideal to succeed”
(p. 124). Some researchers suggest when women display agentic behavior, they experience
backlash because they fail to meet the expectations of an agentic leader (Bongiorno et al., 2014;
Ferguson, 2017). Abbe (2020) stated,
In order to meet expectations for prototypical leaders in the masculine warrior military
culture, female officers have to be competent, assertive, and dominant. But in order to
meet gender expectations, female officers also have to be warm and caring. To overcome
stereotypes that devalue women’s competence and contributions, female officers first
have to demonstrate their competence by performing as well or better than their male
counterparts, but then they are penalized for violating gender expectations, becoming the
target of backlash. (p. 2)
In addition, researchers confirmed stereotypical male leadership characteristics are considered
undesirable in women (Cuadrado et al., 2015; Ferguson, 2017).
Followership theory suggests the female gender role is closely associated with the perfect
follower because of the perception that followers have more communal traits, e.g., friendly,
sympathetic, gentle, nurturing, and giving (Braun et al., 2017; Ko et al., 2015; Kubu, 2018).
Mölders et al. (2018) confirmed communal traits are mostly associated with women. Some
examples of communal behaviors in the workplace include showing a lack of confidence when
speaking and “addressing relational and interpersonal problems over direct problem-solving”
(Kubu, 2018, p. 236). Garcia-Retamero and López-Zafra (2006) found the process of
stereotyping habitually triggers the leadership concept to be a masculine conception and leads to
bias against women candidates’ promotion to leadership positions.
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When Ford-Torres (2018) examined the role congruity theory and its effects on Army
senior leaders, she found the perception of gender roles decreased women soldiers’ opportunities
for leadership roles in combat arms organizations. Women are usually not treated with the same
level of respect as their male counterparts in the combat arms field (Loughlin & Arnold, 2007).
According to Boyce and Herd (2003), leadership in the military is perceived as a masculine
characteristic. Because of this perception, some women service members distance themselves
from other women and display more masculine attributes (Amer & Jian, 2018; Pawelczyk,
2017). Ashley et al. (2017) research confirmed some women feel they should work to fit into the
military culture to meet the hypermasculine standards. In Matheson and Lyle’s (2017) research
on gender bias in the Canadian military, they confirmed hypermasculinity characteristics
establish a metric that can be used to determine if a service member is a suitable fit for an
organization. These qualities include being strong, physically fit, and selfless (Matheson & Lyle,
2017).
When looking across different industries, gender stereotyping has been found to restrict
women from serving in high-level leadership positions, and those same boundaries have
prolonged the glass ceiling that women experience in many organizations (Whisenant et al.,
2015). Eagly and Heilman (2016) confirmed stereotyping and prejudice continue to be important
topics when examining why women have not advanced into leadership positions at the same rate
as their male counterparts. Surawicz (2016) added issues centered on the glass ceiling are usually
linked to bias, more specifically unconscious bias, and established culture. The role congruity
theory is most applicable to this study because leaders in the U.S. military are expected to have
the stereotypical traits associated with the male gender role, and there may be a perceived
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inappropriateness when female officers display those characteristics (Boyce & Herd, 2003; Eagly
& Karau, 2002; Ko et al., 2015).
Ko et al. (2015) acknowledged men have been stereotyped as having agentic traits (e.g.,
independent, aggressive, and decisive), while women have been stereotyped as having communal
qualities. Being innovative, solving problems, speaking up, and showing initiative are examples
of agentic behavior in the workplace (Kubu, 2018). Some participants in Ford-Torres’ (2018)
study believed communal characteristics were not advantageous for successful mission
accomplishment in combat environments. Figure 1 illustrates that men’s agentic characteristics
are valued more than women’s communal characteristics in leadership positions (Rincón et al.,
2017).
Figure 1
Agentic Qualities vs. Communal Qualities
Communal (Women)
Friendly
Sympathetic
Giving

Agentic (Male)
Independent
Aggressive
Decisive

Descriptive and prescriptive stereotypes could explain how women are perceived in
leadership roles in male-dominated organizations (Heilman & Okimoto, 2007). Descriptive
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stereotypes define how women are perceived, and prescriptive stereotypes define how they are
expected to behave (Ferguson, 2017; Heilman & Okimoto, 2007). Because of descriptive
stereotypes, women are viewed as less capable than men, which leads to fewer women in
leadership positions (Ferguson, 2017). According to Eagly and Heilman (2016), the impact of
gender stereotyping on women pursuing leadership positions is not completely understood.
Overall, these stereotypes could be factors that impact female officers’ career advancement in the
U.S. Armed Forces. Koenig et al. (2011) stated,
Not only do the descriptive aspects of stereotyping make it difficult for women to gain
access to leader roles, but the prescriptive aspects of stereotyping could produce
conflicting expectations concerning how women leaders should behave – that is, that they
should be agentic to fulfill the leader role but communal to fulfill the female gender role.
(p. 637)
The conceptual framework guided the analysis of participant responses to questions with a focus
on the barriers and challenges for female officers not advancing at the rate and rank level
compared to male officers. The research questions, interview questions, and participant criteria
were created based on the premise that female officers who display communal qualities or
leadership characteristics associated with the male gender role in a military environment may
experience discrimination or backlash (Abbe, 2020; Eagly & Heilman, 2016). I managed,
organized, and reported data from participant responses using the framework method (Gale et al.,
2013) and the thematic analysis method (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Edhlund & McDougall, 2019),
which served as guides throughout the data analysis process. I discuss both methods in detail in
Chapter 3.
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The conceptual framework was appropriate for this study because military leaders are
expected to display primarily agentic traits, and female officers who display primarily communal
traits may not be perceived as capable or competent as their male counterparts in leadership
positions. I designed the study to explore how veteran female officers experienced and advanced
in the military’s rank system. The framework allowed examination of the rank system provided
in Figure 2.
Overview of the U.S. Armed Forces and Service Members
The U.S. Armed Forces consist of the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps, and Coast
Guard (USAGov, n.d.; U.S. Department of Defense, n.d.-a; U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs,
2012). The Second Continental Congress established the Army, the oldest and largest of the
service branches, on June 14, 1775 (Parker et al., 2017; U.S. Army, 2018). A few months later,
congress established the Navy on October 13, 1775 (Naval History and Heritage Command,
2017). On November 10, 1775, congress established the Marine Corps as a separate service
branch of the Navy (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2020). Congress established the Coast Guard on
August 4, 1790 (U.S. Coast Guard, n.d.). It became a part of the Department of Homeland
Security on March 1, 2003 (Coast Guard Aviation Association, 2017). Finally, congress
established the Air Force on September 18, 1947 (Air Force Historical Support Division, 2011).
Rationale for the Study
Researchers have examined the gender gap in corporate, public service, and traditional
work settings, but a deficiency in the literature exists concerning why female officers leave the
military (Asch et al., 2016). As a result, Diehl and Dzubinski (2016) recommended further
research on “gender-based leadership barriers” in the military and other professions, based on
their findings that women encounter barriers to career advancement in higher education and
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religious organizations (p. 202). This topic is important because the inequity seen at highleadership levels in the U.S. military may negatively impact the perception and evaluation of
women, deter diverse decision-making, and strengthen deep-seated beliefs (Gaines, 2017; Haile
et al., 2016; Hoyt, 2016).
In addition, there is a gap in the literature and in the continuing dialog about “the
unrestricted and unbiased inclusion of women in the military” (Brownson, 2014, p. 765). In
examining how to promote women in academia and in the healthcare industry, researchers
proposed organizations address the inequity through leadership development programs,
networking, changing policies related to families, facilitating access to mentors and sponsors,
establishing accommodations for nursing mothers, promoting better communication practices,
and creating work–life balance initiatives (Chisholm-Burns et al., 2017; Gaines, 2017).
Furthermore, while enrolled in higher education institutions where women are
participating in ROTC and/or Corps of Cadets programs, opportunities exist to better prepare
them to serve in the military and its male-dominated career fields. After graduating with
undergraduate degrees and commissions as military officers, men and women begin their
military service obligations as second lieutenants (O-1s) in the Army, Air Force, and Marine
Corps, or Ensigns (O-1s) in the Navy and Coast Guard. Commitments vary for each service
branch but may last up to 8 years (Military One Source, 2020). Many service members start with
four-year degrees, graduate from professional schools, and serve in specialized career fields in
the military (e.g., legal, religious, and medical professions). For instance, medical school
graduates receive a direct commission and begin their military service as a “captain (O-3) or
major (O-4) in the Army or lieutenant (O-3) or lieutenant commander (O-4) in the Navy”
(Department of Defense, 2021; Military One Source, 2020). Another path to becoming an officer
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is to enlist in the military and use the educational benefits to earn an undergraduate degree before
applying to an officer candidate or training school (Military One Source, 2020).
According to Hoyt (2016), women have fewer developmental opportunities, lack
effective mentorship relationships, and encounter greater barriers to establishing informal mentor
connections. Because of the military’s male-dominated environment, female officers’ primary
opportunities for mentorship are with male officers, who may have concerns about the
perceptions associated with mentoring female officers (Randolph & Nisbett, 2019). Policies and
recommendations from this study could support the examination and amelioration of the gender
gap in the top and highest leadership levels of the U.S. military, as well as university ROTC
programs where women comprise 20% of the cadets (U.S. Army, n.d.-c). These programs serve
to identify and prepare prospective service men and women. Military service academies produce
fewer officers than university ROTC programs, which supports the need for research in higher
education settings to address the problem and treatment of female officers.
Pathways for Becoming Service Members
There are different pathways to becoming a service member in the U.S. military. The
military rank structure plays a key role in identifying leaders in the organization (U.S. Army,
n.d.-b; U.S. Department of Defense, n.d.-c). The structure includes service members in both the
enlisted and officer ranks. Most enlisted service members join the military after meeting with a
recruiter during their senior year of high school under the Delayed Entry Program or after
graduation. The requirements to join vary among the service branches. Age limits, physical
fitness levels, and test scores are the primary differences (USAGov, n.d.). As enlisted service
members advance in rank, they become non-commissioned officers (NCO’s) who are responsible
for training and leading junior service members to accomplish missions (U.S. Department of
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Veterans Affairs, 2012). In some cases, enlisted service members decide to become officers and
use their educational benefits to earn a bachelor’s degree before applying to an officer candidate
or training school (Military One Source, 2020). On the other hand, officers enter the military
after receiving a direct commission or earning a commission through a university ROTC
program, OCS, OTS, or one of the military service academies. On some college and university
campuses, military recruiters inform students about different service options and opportunities to
compete for ROTC scholarships which include a service obligation, after graduation (Military
One Source, 2020).
Types of Officers
Those serving as military officers are either warrant officers or commissioned officers.
Except for the Air Force, warrant officers are a part of each branch of service (U.S. Department
of Defense, n.d.-c). The Secretary of each service branch approves warrant officer selections, and
when the officers earn their promotion to chief warrant officer 2, they receive a commission from
the President (U.S. Department of Defense, n.d.-c). Warrant officers are former enlisted service
members who completed a selection process and training to perform in a specialized field (U.S.
Department of Veterans Affairs, 2012). Commissioned officers are the highest-ranking service
members in the armed forces and are responsible for leading service members and managing
missions (U.S. Department of Defense, n.d.-c; U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2012).
These officers receive Senate confirmation for their designated ranks, and “hold presidential
commissions” (U.S. Department of Defense, n.d.-c). Although women have served successfully
throughout the military, they are not promoted to high-level leadership at the same rate as their
male counterparts (Asch et al., 2016; Dichter & True, 2015; Keller et al., 2018; Loughlin &
Arnold, 2007; Marencinova, 2018; Trobaugh, 2018; Williams & McGivern, 2017).
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The Historical Role of Women in the U.S. Armed Forces
Due to the current structure, patterns, and traditions of women serving in the armed
forces, it is necessary to examine the origins of service, traditions, and practices that shaped
women’s experiences historically, which still exist today. Women have informally been a part of
the U.S. Armed Forces since the Revolutionary War. They served primarily as cooks, nurses,
spies, and laundresses (Army Women’s Foundation, 2021; National Center for Veterans
Analysis and Statistics, 2017). Women also dressed like men to fight in the Revolutionary War
and Civil War (American–Israeli Cooperative Enterprise, 2019; Army Women’s Foundation,
2021; Goldstein, 2018; National Center for Veterans Analysis and Statistics, 2017). In 1901, the
Army Nurse Corps was established as a part of the Army’s Medical Department and in 1908, the
Navy Nurse Corps was established, permitting women to formally join the military (American–
Israeli Cooperative Enterprise, 2019; Army Women’s Foundation, 2021; Sherman, 1990).
Women were unable to enlist until World War I (Doan & Portillo, 2017). In 1920, officer rank
was approved for Army nurses through the Army Reorganization Act (Army Women’s
Foundation, 2021). The initial induction of women was challenged during World War II because
there was doubt about the military’s need for more people, whether women should be official
service members or whether they could perform military jobs (Fenner, 1998). It was determined
women might be needed, but they would serve best in nonmilitary volunteer positions because it
would be too expensive and ineffective to allow them to serve as official service members
(Fenner, 1998). In addition, women performed feminized jobs and received gender-specific
restrictions imposed on their service, during and after World War II (Fenner, 1998; Woelfel,
1981). Despite the challenges that women faced during this time, they were serving in all
military service branches (Pawelczyk, 2017).
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Before the end of World War II, Congress approved U.S. Representative Edith Rogers’
Bill to create the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC), and approximately 156,000 women
participated in the war (National Center for Veterans Analysis and Statistics, 2017; U.S. Army,
n.d.-c; Woelfel, 1981). When the war ended, the Women’s Armed Services Integration Act of
1948 was the first policy to permanently recognize women’s military service and to officially
establish the Women’s Army Corps (Borlik, 1998; Doan & Portillo, 2017; National Center for
Veterans Analysis and Statistics, 2017; Sherman, 1990; Woelfel, 1981). Under this policy,
women served in non-combat-related roles and could not hold a rank above lieutenant colonel or
lead men (Doan & Portillo, 2017). Some of these restrictions were lifted in 1967, including the
quotas of a two percent limit for enlisted women, a 10% limit for female officers, and the rank
restriction to lieutenant colonel (Barry, 2013; Fenner, 1998; National Center for Veterans
Analysis and Statistics, 2017). In 1970, the Chief of the Army Nurse Corps, Anna Mae Hays,
and the Director of the Women’s Army Corps, Elizabeth P. Hoisington, were the first women to
be promoted to the rank of brigadier general. In addition, women received authorization to lead
men in non-combat units (Army Women’s Foundation, 2021). The military dropped the barriers
and restrictions during the 1980s, which opened more jobs to women including shipboard duty,
missile launch, and non-combat flying positions (Fenner, 1998).
In 1989, Captain Linda Bray became the first woman to lead U.S. soldiers during combat
operations, supporting Operation Just Cause in Panama (Army Women’s Foundation, 2021).
Opportunities for women continued to expand, and there was significant career advancement in
the 1990s and 2000s. Women’s job performances in the Persian Gulf War in support of
Operation Desert Shield/Storm laid the foundation for women to serve in combat roles (Moore &
Webb, 2000). According to Carney et al. (2003), more women served in the U.S. military during
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this war than in any other conflict, and more women were serving in nontraditional positions. In
1991, after the war, Congress authorized women to serve on combat ships and fly combat aircraft
(Moore & Webb, 2000; Titunik, 2000). In 1993, Les Aspin, the Secretary of Defense, announced
combat aviation jobs were open to women (Army Women’s Foundation, 2021; Collins-Dogrul &
Ulrich, 2018; Titunik, 2000) and jobs on Navy combat ships were also open to women (Titunik,
2000). The Navy appointed women to the “aircraft carrier USS Eisenhower” for the first time in
1994 (Titunik, 2000, p. 230). Opening combat jobs to women is an important factor in advancing
women in the military because it decreases the institutional discrimination that would usually
deny women influential positions in places such as the Pentagon (Baldwin & Rothwell, 1993).
In 1996, Carol Mutter became the first woman to be promoted to three-star or lieutenant
general in the Marine Corps and the U.S. Armed Forces (Hayes, 2019). During the following
year, Claudia Kennedy became the first woman in the Army to be promoted to lieutenant general
(Army Women’s Foundation, 2021). In 2006, Vivien Crea became the first woman to be selected
as the Vice Commandant of the U.S. Coast Guard (Thiesen, 2019). Ann E. Dunwoody became
the first woman to be promoted to four-star general in military history and the first woman to
command a major Army organization in 2008 (Army Women’s Foundation, 2021). Throughout
history, women have usually served primarily in medical and administrative jobs, but a few
served in nontraditional jobs such as gunnery instructor, parachute rigger, and airplane mechanic
(Barry, 2013; Woelfel, 1981). Because of the risk rule, women were not allowed to serve in
special operations, combat engineer, armor, or infantry units (Amara, 2020). The rule was
established to keep women out of combat zones (Amara, 2020). The risk rule was superseded in
January 1994 when the Department of Defense established the direct ground combat exclusion
rule (Amara, 2020).
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On January 24, 2013, the U.S. Secretary of Defense, Leon Panetta, and Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Martin Dempsey, announced the direct ground combat exclusion
rule for women was being eliminated, and actions were being taken to eliminate all needless
gender-biased impediments to service (Asch et al., 2016; Barry, 2013; Collins-Dogrul & Ulrich,
2018; Moore, 2017; Pawelczyk, 2017; Wibben, 2018), which prompted media speculation that
all barriers to women serving in the military would be lifted. Escobar (2013) predicted changing
the policy could mean more women would earn promotions to elite level leadership positions,
over time. Although the rule was lifted, it would take three years for women to integrate combat
units (Doan & Portillo, 2019; Williams & McGivern, 2017). Within those three years, Ashton
Carter, the U.S. Secretary of Defense, removed the remaining limitations, and women were
authorized to serve in any job in which they qualified (Amara, 2020; Kavanagh & Wenger,
2020). Abbe (2020) pointed out,
Although the formal barriers to women’s participation across branches and specialties in
the U.S. armed forces have been removed, women still comprise a relatively small
percentage of the force, ranging from 7.9% of Marine Corps officers to 21% of Air Force
officers. (p. 1)
Women Holding Rank as U.S. Military Officers
Women comprised 17% of the active-duty military officer corps in 2015 (Parker et al.,
2017) and 18% of the active-duty officer corps in 2018 (U.S. Department of Defense, Office of
the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Military Community and Family Policy, 2018),
which is an increase from 15% reported in 2009 (White House Project, 2009) and 11.4%
reported in the 1990s (Stewart & Firestone, 1992). Similar to the percentages of female officers
in the Air Force and Marine Corps in 2020 (Abbe, 2020), the Air Force had the highest
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percentage (18%), and the Marine Corps had the lowest percentage (6%) in 2009 (White House
Project, 2009).
Women in leadership roles were imperative to the military framework, but gender
stereotypes and expectations have caused resistance to their leadership style (Archer, 2013).
Some women experience resistance to their leadership, when using styles that go against the
stereotype of the female gender (Rincón et al., 2017). Researchers found leadership and
masculinity connect in a way that promotes men as leaders, especially as it relates to high-level
leadership positions in male-dominated organizations (Abbe, 2020; Kubu, 2018). Discrimination
is women’s greatest challenge when advancing into leadership positions (Eagly & Heilman,
2016). It can be linked to the meaning of leadership “primarily in culturally masculine terms that
disfavor women” (Eagly & Heilman, 2016, p. 349). When women are stereotyped, they are often
perceived as having communal qualities such as being helpful and friendly (Arnold & Loughlin,
2019; Ko et al., 2015), which are not bad qualities in themselves, but they are not characteristics
normally associated with military leaders. In addition, female officers have expressed a lack of
camaraderie, and most female officers highlighted a lack of mentorship (Archer, 2013).
Researchers acknowledged mentorship should be a part of women’s early career
experiences, and they should be groomed to assume senior-level leadership positions (Ellefson &
Magee, 1998; Wallace, 2017). Mentorship is a mentor’s intentional focus on a mentee’s career
and professional development (Johnson & Andersen, 2015). Successful mentorship has been
associated with career motivation, professional competence, positive work relationships, and
increased work satisfaction (Amer & Jian, 2018; Johnson & Andersen, 2015). Because the
military is a male-dominated organization, Baldwin and Rothwell (1993) stated, “white-male
mentors could help women and minorities understand the dominant culture and could provide
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access to the informal networks where influence and opportunity often reside” (p. 21). Johnson
and Andersen (2015) confirmed informal networks are more effective than formal networks in
mentoring relationships. Mentorship was highlighted as an important element for career
development when Moore and Webb (1998) conducted focus group interviews with 54 female
officers. Amer and Jian (2018) confirmed the lack of mentors continues to be an issue. They
interviewed 14 women veterans, both enlisted and officer, and found the lack of proper female
mentorship was a key reason why women left the military early or as soon as they completed
their term of service. Doll’s (2007) study of female general officers in the U.S. Army confirmed
mentorship is an essential factor in career advancement. Although women in leadership roles
have increased, they remain underrepresented at the highest leadership levels of the military
(Looney et al., 2004). Escobar (2013) affirmed the military is in synch with the civilian sector in
that women are well represented in lower-level leadership positions but are not well represented
in the highest leadership positions.
Promotion and Advancement of Women in the U.S. Armed Forces
According to Schwind and Laurence (2006), an officer’s reputation in the U.S. Navy is
weighed heavier than a high-performance record in being selected to flag rank. When Baldwin
(1997) examined the equal promotion opportunities in the Navy, the data indicated women and
minorities’ promotion rates declined significantly as rank increased. They were significantly
underrepresented in the Naval Officer ranks compared to their percentage of the population
(Baldwin, 1997). Later, Baldwin (2000) noted women’s performance reports in the Navy
contained gender-bias language that decreased their chances for promotion. Similarly, Looney et
al. (2004) stated the military is not that different from the business sector because the beliefs
about gender roles still affect leadership assessments.
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Figure 2 shows the officer ranks in the U.S. Armed Forces for all branches. The branches
and ranks discussed in this chapter and study are included in the Figure to provide an overview
of the leadership structure and hierarchy within the U.S. military.
Figure 2
Officer Rank Insignia of the U.S. Armed Forces

Note. The rank insignia for officers in the U.S. Armed Forces is reflected at every leadership
level for each service branch. Adapted from Rank Insignia of the U.S. Armed Forces: Officers,
by U.S. Army, n.d.-a (https://www.army.mil/e2/downloads/rv7/symbols/ranks.pdf). In the public
domain.
Bear et al. (2017) examined performance feedback, as it related to the “inherent power
dynamics” (p. 721). They proposed performance feedback can be a tool for individuals to retain
power and the feedback is most likely to advance men’s careers. When Brescoll (2016)
examined the link between biased evaluations and gender stereotypes of emotion for women
leaders, she determined beliefs about emotion and gender are barriers to women’s career
advancement. Because of the low number of women in leadership positions, women can be
disadvantaged (Bear et al., 2017; Mihalcova et al., 2015).
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Although women are not being promoted at the same rate as their male counterparts,
attrition has also been a factor in the low number of women in the top leadership levels in the
Navy and Air Force (Baldwin, 1997; Streeter, 2014). Women promoted to lieutenant commander
(O-4) and commander (O-5) have left the Navy at a higher rate than men (Baldwin, 1997). When
comparing female officers’ attrition rate in the Air Force to their male counterparts, the
differences in retention were noticeable at the seven-year mark and 12-year mark (Streeter,
2014). Women were leaving sooner and after serving 12 years, “women’s attrition rate was 70
percent. Male officers do not reach this level of attrition until the 21-year mark” (Streeter, 2014,
p. 106). Abbe (2020) stated female officers may be leaving the military because of the added
pressure to conform to an environment that does not allow them to be their authentic selves.
Escobar (2013) noted the attrition between specific officer ranks for women, and stated
additional research is required to determine the reason for “the gap between company grade and
field grade women” (p. 72). Overall, promotion, retention, and serving in challenging
assignments are all linked to the eventual number of women who serve in the highest positions of
leadership (Loughlin & Arnold, 2007).
Analyses have shown lower past promotion rates for Black officers and female officers,
compared to White men (Asch et al., 2016; Stewart & Firestone, 1992). When Baldwin (2000)
examined the early promotion rates of women and minorities in the Air Force, he noted women
and minorities are denied promotions or transferred to a career path with limited advancement
potential when they did not have combat or command experiences. When Baldwin and Rothwell
(1993) examined the results from officer promotion boards in the Air Force that occurred over a
13-year period, they found the percentage of women promoted to be small. According to
Baldwin (1996b), “the Army promotes men at higher rates than women and Caucasians generally
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at higher rates than minorities” (p. 204). Based on reviewing current peer-reviewed documents, it
is unclear if the Army’s promotion rates have remained the same. Both the Army and Navy
promote men at higher rates than women, while the Air Force promotes women at higher rates
than men (Baldwin, 1996a). Findings also indicate the promotion rates for women are more
competitive in the Air Force when compared to the Army at the Lieutenant Colonel (O-5) and
Colonel (O-6) levels (Baldwin, 1996a). Variances found between men and women promotion
rates are significant at the Navy’s highest leadership levels, but not at the highest levels in the
Air Force and Army (Baldwin, 1996a).
There is an increasing advantage in the process for those who receive higher rank during
war and early promotion to captain because benefits accumulate with achieving particular
resources and statuses (Corona, 2011). In addition, officers with more competitive records are
usually assigned additional career-enhancing jobs, which allows them to advance further
(Schwind & Laurence, 2006). When women realize their personnel records do not include
essential combat experiences, they may decide to leave the armed forces before being passed
over for promotion (Baldwin, 1996a). Ellefson and Magee (1998) recommended advising junior
female officers about the possibility of not getting consecutive promotions to “better equip them
to decide whether to remain in the Army or make an early career change” (p. 24). Not being
permitted to serve in combat positions has negatively affected some women’s career
advancement (Loughlin & Arnold, 2007). Similarly, women were not allowed to serve on
combat ships until 1994, which was the type of assignment needed for career advancement
(Baldwin, 1997). If eliminating barriers is to be a priority, the Army and the other services must
continue expanding combat roles for women and/or decrease the emphasis on combat arms
experience as a basis for advancement to high-level leadership positions (Baldwin, 1996a,
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1996b). Farnell (2009) added changes must be made to both policy and military culture to
promote women’s advancement into high-level leadership roles. Escobar (2013) stated a Kevlar
ceiling is created when the policy directs “where people can serve and what jobs they can do
based on gender” (p. 71).
Barriers to Promotion for Female Officers in the U.S. Armed Forces
The officer corps in the U.S. Armed Forces consists primarily of White men, and this
pattern grows with higher-ranking groups which indicates success as an officer may be linked to
the characteristics of White men (Stewart & Firestone, 1992). Hoyt and Murphy (2016)
mentioned the social identities of being White and male are linked with elite leadership (p.
1264). Harris (2009) highlighted the Army’s brotherhood culture and male dominance to be
barriers for female officers’ promotion to high-level leadership levels. Approximately 11 years
earlier, Ellefson and Magee (1998) examined if there were ingrained barriers hindering women’s
efforts in pursuing high-level leadership positions, and they found the Army’s culture and gender
stereotyping were significant challenges that “confront Army women on their path to seniorlevel positions” (p. 20). Miller (1997) reasoned gender harassment is another barrier because it
cannot be detected. According to Miller (1997), some men in the Army resist their female
commanders and counterparts through scrutinization, spreading rumors, sabotage, and footdragging. Lammers and Gast (2017) suggested that emphasizing the importance of women’s
career advancement could also serve as a barrier to increasing the number of women in
leadership.
According to Boyce and Herd (2003), women in male-dominated workplaces are usually
viewed as less effective, when compared to men. The presence of a glass ceiling is indicated with
the presence of women shrinking with increasing rank (Baldwin, 1996a). Saadin et al. (2016)
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confirmed that women experience career challenges earlier than men, and they continue to
contend with the glass ceiling while advancing to more senior managerial positions. The glass
ceiling is evident for women in the Marines and Air Force between the ranks of captain (O-3)
and lieutenant colonel (O-5; Harris, 2009). When Williams and McGivern (2017) researched
women who successfully broke through the glass ceiling, they concluded the glass ceiling exists,
but it is breakable.
Because promotion to the next rank depends on subjective and objective standards, rates
could vary based on ethnicity and race, and those in the higher ranks may reflect stereotypes
about who makes better officers (Baldwin, 1996b; Stewart & Firestone, 1992). This viewpoint
can lead to a decreased priority of recruiting women and minorities from officer appointment
programs such as ROTC and the military service academies (Stewart & Firestone, 1992).
Gendered Experiences in the U.S. Military
Hegemonic masculinity played a role in women’s exclusion from important parts of the
U.S. Armed Forces, this despite arguments from advocates for gender inclusion that women
could be trained to make up for the physical weaknesses highlighted by those who opposed
integrating women into combat roles (Doan & Portillo, 2017). To ensure women are prepared for
the demands of serving in combat positions, priority must be placed on changing military
physical training policies and regulations to emphasize strength training (Nindl et al., 2016).
Another argument against gender integration was that women’s presence would interfere with
unit cohesion and readiness because the normal male bonding would be hindered (Rosen et al.,
2003). When Drake (2006) examined data that compared the attitude towards women in military
service academies to those of ROTC cadets and officers on active duty, she determined men in
each category may have a tendency to discriminate against women, think the military is taking
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sexual harassment complaints too seriously, and value a masculine culture. Hegemonic
masculinity is a significant part of military culture that implies men are more capable and
superior to women (Goldstein, 2018; Hinojosa, 2010; King, 2016).
The policies associated with combat exclusion promote institutional sexism that limits a
woman’s human capital and career paths, which may contribute to female service members’
decisions to leave the military (Baldwin, 1996a). They also prevent women from serving in those
coveted positions most valued for promotion to high-level leadership levels (Baldwin, 1996a).
The Department of Defense endorsed the Direct Ground Combat Exclusion Policy in 1994,
which formally prohibited women from serving in military combat positions (Collins-Dogrul &
Ulrich, 2018; Doan & Portillo, 2017; Schreibersdorf, 2011). Between September 2011 and
January 2013, 15% of the U.S. Armed Forces were women with over 260,000 women serving in
Iraq and Afghanistan (Barry, 2013; Schreibersdorf, 2011). Afghanistan and Iraq became places
where women could prove their competency, but the policy prohibited them from serving in
official military combat positions (Archer, 2013). Despite the policy restrictions, female
engagement teams were created to work with some combat units in Afghanistan and Iraq, where
there was large gender segregation among the population (Crowley & Sandhoff, 2017). Although
women had positive interactions with the local populations, their interactions with their
American male counterparts during deployments reinforced the dominant gender hierarchies
within the U.S. military (Doan & Portillo, 2017). According to Rosen et al. (2003), the
development of a warrior environment during deployments may cause the ungendered
professionalism among service members to wear down.
Although women’s attrition has played a role in women advancing to the military’s
highest ranks, pregnancy is the most contentious and debated women-related issue (Biggs et al.,
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2009). Child-bearing is compatible with military service (Biggs et al., 2009), but rank, marital
status, and timing play roles in women’s military careers (Evans & Rosen, 1997). Within the
armed forces, single women service members with lower rank and education levels are most at
risk for unintended pregnancy (Biggs et al., 2009; Lindberg, 2011). When Biggs et al. (2009)
conducted a postpartum survey with a focus on single and married service women on active duty,
they found women in the junior enlisted ranks to have the most pregnancies. The study also
showed over 80% of those women were single, had unplanned pregnancies, and their commands
showed limited support. Unplanned pregnancy among junior enlisted women is a concern in the
military (Grindlay & Grossman, 2015; Lindberg, 2011). The unplanned pregnancy rate was “110
per 1000 among enlisted women as compared to 28 per 1000 among female officers” (Lindberg,
2011, p. 250). Although child-bearing can be a controversial issue in the military, research
indicates female officers plan their pregnancies around career milestones (Biggs et al., 2009;
Evans & Rosen, 1997), resulting in minimal impact on promotions and advancement.
Summary
Although there is research on elite-level leadership and the keys to success, there is little
research on how role congruity-related barriers hinder female military officers from achieving an
elite-level leadership status. Role congruity theory proposes that gender bias exists when women
display typical leadership traits that are usually inconsistent with the stereotype of the female
gender (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Koenig & Eagly, 2014; Ritter & Yoder, 2004; Saint-Michel,
2018). According to Ko et al. (2015), men have been stereotyped as having agentic traits (e.g.,
independent, aggressive, and decisive), while women have been stereotyped as having communal
qualities (e.g., friendly, sympathetic, and giving). Society’s belief that women are not as
competent as men in leadership positions can hinder women’s job performance and undermine
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them in male-dominated work environments (Eagly & Heilman, 2016). Although attrition has
been noted as a factor in why few women are in top leadership positions (Baldwin, 1997), it is
unclear if role congruity-related barriers affect promotions and deter female officers from longer
military service.
Women have served admirably in the U.S. Armed Forces during peace and in war. The
removal of the direct ground combat exclusion rule may play an important role for women in the
future (Asch et al., 2016; Barry, 2013; Collins-Dogrul & Ulrich, 2018; Moore, 2017; Pawelczyk,
2017). It will allow women to officially gain combat arms experience to potentially advance to
elite-level leadership levels at the equivalent rate of their male peers. Escobar (2013) predicted
changing the policy could mean more women would be promoted to elite level leadership
positions, over time. The next chapter highlights research methods with a focus on participants,
instruments, procedures, and analysis.
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Chapter 3: Research Method
This chapter provides an overview of the research method used to answer the research
questions that guided this study. First, information on the applicability of the research design and
method are presented. Second, participants and data collection procedures, interview protocols,
and the data analysis process are explained. Next, the role of the researcher and ethical
considerations are addressed. Finally, the delimitations of the study are provided.
Research Purpose
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to examine the experiences
of veteran female officers who advanced in rank in the U.S. military. Secondarily, the purpose
was to: (a) determine if women experienced role congruity barriers, while advancing in rank and
(b) determine if women experienced role congruity when they attempted to advance in rank to
elite-level leadership positions. The findings provided insight on the opportunities for
advancement and on the leadership experiences of veteran female officers, ultimately providing a
better understanding of female military officers’ career experiences and how those experiences
determined their view of the military. The scope of the study focused on veteran female officers
who served during the time frame of 2010–2020 to gain a greater understanding of the role
congruity-related barriers to career advancement (Asch et al., 2016; Barry, 2013; Collins-Dogrul
& Ulrich, 2018; Pawelczyk, 2017). I developed the guiding research questions to gain an
understanding of the phenomenon to present meaningful insights to address the research
problem. According to Suter (2012), research questions in qualitative studies that ask “What” or
“How” are developed with a sense of awareness and are “geared toward complex processes,
exploration, and discovery” (p. 346).
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Research Questions
The following research questions guided this research study:
RQ1. What are female officers’ experiences of pursuing advancement to senior-level
leadership positions in the U.S. military?
RQ2. What do female officers attribute to as reasons for their limited career advancement
in the U.S. Armed Forces?
•

What are the barriers female officers face when seeking advancement in the U.S.
Armed Forces?

•

What challenges do female officers experience when seeking promotion to a
higher rank in the U.S. Armed Forces?

RQ3. How do veteran female officers successfully navigate U.S. military rank systems?
RQ4. Are female officers’ experiences serving in the U.S. military gendered?
•

Were veteran female officers’ lived experiences in the U.S. military gendered in
nature and if so, describe those experiences.

•

How do veteran female officers’ gendered experiences compare to currently
serving female officers’ gendered experiences?

RQ5. Do female officers experience role congruity in the U.S. military?
•

For female officers who experienced role congruity, what were their lived
experiences as they were advancing to different ranks?

•

For veteran female officers who experienced role congruity, what were their lived
experiences at their highest rank?
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The research questions focused on one phenomenon, but there was allowance for expanded
information as the study progressed because of the emerging design associated with qualitative
research (Creswell, 2014; Suter, 2012).
Research Design and Method
A qualitative research method was most appropriate for this study because it centered on
exploring and interpreting the meaning of data, and how it was attributed to a social issue
(Creswell, 2014; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Suter, 2012). According to Saldaña and Omasta (2018),
a qualitative approach is used when gaining an understanding of “people’s personal and social
lives is necessary to answer the research questions of interest” (p. 146). The concerns of those
who are the subject of the research played a key role in how the qualitative research was
structured (Mayer, 2015). According to Creswell and Poth (2018), the primary idea behind
qualitative research is to understand the problem from participants’ points of view and gather
that information efficiently.
Although there are five types of qualitative research designs (e.g., narrative, grounded
theory, case study, ethnography, and phenomenology; Creswell, 2014; Creswell & Poth, 2018),
in this study, I explored the lived experiences of veteran female officers primarily employing the
phenomenological research approach. The goal of this study was not to examine an existing
theory or produce a new theory (i.e., grounded theory) or research participants in a bounded
system (i.e., case study); therefore, I did not employ these approaches. Given I examined veteran
female officers, I acknowledge I have a culture-sharing group and during the interviews,
participants shared some storied experiences. Furthermore, a quantitative research method was
not appropriate for this study because it focused on assessing relationships between dependent
and independent variables and analyzing statistical information (Creswell, 2014; Suter, 2012).
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However, I collected simple demographic data including only descriptive statistics. In the
discussion of findings, I only presented data on one measure of central tendency where
appropriate, the mean or averages (e.g., average percentage of participants who belonged to a
specified branch of the U.S. Armed Forces).
Phenomenology has a philosophical component to it (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Vagle,
2018; van Manen, 2014). Edmund Husserl, a German philosopher and mathematician, is known
as the founder of phenomenology (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Moustakas, 1994; Vagle, 2018). He
was interested in learning about the value and essence of people’s experiences (Moustakas,
1994). Husserl believed there was a distinct difference between knowledge based on reality
(facts) and knowledge gained through interacting with the world (essence). Meaning is created
during dialogue, and “knowledge is extended” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 27). In this study of veteran
female officers, I sought to capture the essence of their experiences through interviewing and
storytelling.
Phenomenology is a focus on lived experiences of an individual or group (Creswell &
Poth, 2018; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018; Yüksel & Yıldırım, 2015). Using this approach is
considered the initial step in gaining knowledge because it deals directly with the things or
people involved in the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). According to Creswell and Poth (2018),
“phenomenologists focus on describing what all participants have in common as they experience
a phenomenon (e.g., grief is universally experienced)” (p. 75). Overall, it is an in-depth
examination of “what experiences mean to people” (Bliss, 2016, p. 14). The design is ideal for
phenomenological researchers because it promotes a deep understanding of the phenomenon,
while building trust with participants (Basu, 2015; Bliss, 2016; Moustakas, 1994).
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Moustakas’ (1994) Phenomenological Model outlined a process for researchers to follow
as they conduct phenomenological research. Unlike quantitative research, data collection and
analysis occur simultaneously in qualitative research (Basu, 2015; Suter, 2012). The four steps in
the process are (a) epoche, (b) phenomenological reduction, (c) imaginative variation, and (d)
synthesis of composite textural and composite structural descriptions. Epoche or bracketing is
the first step in the process. Moustakas (1994) described epoche as the ability to remain unbiased
and not to make assumptions. It is implemented before the data collection and analysis process
because it is important for researchers to “set aside prejudgments” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 180) and
to only examine the information gained through researching the phenomenon. The second step is
phenomenological reduction. This step is applied during data analysis to ensure statements are
allocated equal value (Moustakas, 1994). According to Yüksel and Yıldırım (2015), the
researcher also removes redundancies when describing participants’ experiences. Imaginative
variation is the third step. It is important for researchers to develop a list of structural qualities
and group “the qualities into themes” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 181) during the data analysis process.
Synthesis of composite textual and composite structural descriptions is the final step.
Researchers combine the textual and structural descriptions “to develop a synthesis of the
meanings and essences of the phenomenon or experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 181), while
completing the data analysis process. Taking these steps was necessary for exploring the lived
experiences of veteran female officers and gaining an intersubjective knowing of their military
experiences (Moustakas, 1994).
Although the study was phenomenological, some research questions had an ethnographic
focus with gender as the cultural sharing group. Ethnography is a focus on the shared actions,
patterns of behavior, and language of a cultural group over an extended timeframe (Creswell,
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2014). This traditional aspect of ethnography can be adapted to critical ethnography in virtual
communities (Ross et al., 2016; Skageby, 2010). Critical ethnography attempts to understand the
overriding dialogue that is viewed “as being the ‘right’ way to think, see, talk about, or enact a
particular ‘action’ or situation in society and recommend ways to re-dress social power
inequities” (Ross et al., 2016). Ethnography aims to account for and interpret the multifaceted
aspects of daily life that make up the overall lived experience (Boellstorff et al., 2012).
Population
I selected participants for this study from a larger population of female officers, who
served or were still serving in the U.S. military. In 2019, more than 215,000 women served on
active duty, with over 41,000 of them serving as officers in the Army, Air Force, Marine Corps,
Navy, and Coast Guard (Manning, 2019). The veteran population in 2015 was approximately
21.7 million veterans, with women veterans making up 9.4% or two million of the total
population (National Center for Veterans Analysis and Statistics, 2017). In 2015, 50 was the
average age of women veterans compared to 46 for their nonveteran peers, and 84% of women
veterans were most likely to have married than 72% of their nonveteran peers (National Center
for Veterans Analysis and Statistics, 2017). Women veterans, ages 18 to 34, and those 35 to 44
years old, had a higher employment rate when compared to their nonveteran peers (Lofquist,
2017). Also, women veterans and nonwomen veterans, ages 35 to 44, had a higher employment
rate when compared to other age categories, including those whose ages ranged from 45 to 64
years (Lofquist, 2017). Figure 3 shows the race and ethnicity of women veterans for the year
2015. Non-minorities made up 65.9% of women veterans, non-Hispanic minorities made up
25.1% of women veterans, and Hispanic women made up 9.1% of women veterans (National
Center for Veterans Analysis and Statistics, 2017).
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Figure 3
Percentages of Women Veterans by Race and Ethnicity
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Note. The figure shows the race and ethnicity of women veterans in 2015. Adapted from the
Women Veterans Report: The Past, Present, and Future of Women Veterans by the National
Center for Veterans Analysis and Statistics, 2017, p. 14. (https://www.va.gov/vetdata/docs/
specialreports/women_veterans_2015_final.pdf). Adapted with permission (see Appendix A).
Target Population and Sample
I purposively selected participants based on their military rank. According to Creswell
and Poth (2018), a purposive sample enables the researcher to intentionally examine “a group of
people who can best inform the researcher about the research problem under examination” (p.
148). A diverse or heterogeneous group may differ in size from “3 to 4 individuals to 10 to 15”
(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 76). The target population was veteran female officers who served in
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the U.S. military during 2010–2020 and female officers, who were currently serving in the U.S.
Army, U.S. Air Force, U.S. Marine Corps, U.S. Navy, and U.S. Coast Guard.
A minimum of 10–20 veteran female officers for semistructured individual interviews
was expected to provide a substantial amount of data that represent their lived experiences
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Patton, 2015). A sample of two–four veteran female officers who
served in the U.S. Air Force, U.S. Army, U.S. Coast Guard, U.S. Marine Corps, and U.S. Navy,
respectively comprised the individual interviews (see Appendix B). Because of their level of
leadership experience in the military, I recruited veteran female officers who held the officer
ranks of O-3, O-4, O-5, and O-6 for individual interviews.
I recruited a sample size of four–eight participants for six focus group interviews. I
conducted the interviews over multiple meeting times to ensure I obtained the desired number of
participants. The focus group interviews were planned with a desired number of participants
from each U.S. military service branch who served or were currently serving in the U.S. Air
Force, U.S. Army, U.S. Coast Guard, U.S. Marine Corps, and U.S. Navy, respectively (see
Appendix B). Veteran female officers who had retired and/or were honorably discharged and
female officers, who were currently serving, participated in separate focus group interviews.
Veteran female officers who held the ranks or equivalent officer ranks of O-3, O-4, and O-5
comprised the focus group interviews for women veterans, and female officers who held officer
ranks of O-2, O-3, O-4, O-5, and O-6 made up the focus group interviews for female officers
who were currently serving in the military. I ensured a representative sample from each of the
military service branches. In addition, I incorporated snowball sampling in which participants
were asked to assist in identifying others to participate in the study (Patton, 2015) to ensure the
minimum number of participants were obtained. I achieved data saturation with a sample of 18
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participants for semistructured individual interviews and a sample of four–eight participants for
six semistructured focus group interviews.
For eligibility to participate in the study, participants met the following criteria (included
in the request materials and flyers): (a) received a direct commission or earned a commission
through a ROTC program, an Officer Candidate School (OCS), or any of the U.S. military
service academies; (b) served or is currently serving in the U.S. Army, U.S. Air Force, U.S.
Marine Corps, U.S. Navy, U.S. Coast Guard or the National Guard or Reserve Components. In
addition, I recruited participants with flyers posted in professional associations, organizations,
agencies, and social networks that veterans typically utilize for postmilitary and related services,
communiques, and resources including, but not limited to LinkedIn and Facebook. Appendix B
displays a summary of participant types, desired number of participants, data collection
approach, and the correlating research questions.
Sample for Semistructured Individual Interviews
I invited veteran female officers, who met the eligibility criteria annotated on the
recruitment flyer (see Appendix C), to participate in one-on-one, semistructured interviews to be
conducted using Zoom video conferencing on a date convenient for both of us (Creswell & Poth,
2018). Participants earned a direct commission or a commission through a ROTC program, an
Officer Candidate School (OCS), or one of the U.S. military service academies. In addition,
participants served as an officer in the U.S. Army, U.S. Air Force, U.S. Marine Corps, U.S.
Navy, or U.S. Coast Guard. I selected veteran female officers who held the officer ranks of O-3,
O-4, O-5, and O-6 for the individual interviews because of their level of leadership experience in
the military. Participants signed a consent form, agreeing to participate in the study. I used
responsive interviewing, a type of qualitative interviewing, which allowed me to ask participants
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additional questions during the interview (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). If a participant revealed
unexpected information or something I did not understand, using the responsive interviewing
technique promoted an in-depth understanding of the participant’s experience and perspective
(Rubin & Rubin, 2012).
Sample for Semistructured Focus Group Interviews
I also invited veteran female officers and female officers, who were currently serving, to
participate in the semistructured focus group interviews using Zoom video conferencing.
Participants who held the officer ranks of O-3, O-4, and O-5 made up the focus group interviews
for women veterans, and women who held the officer ranks of O-2, O-3, O-4, O-5, and O-6
made up the focus group interviews for women who were currently serving in the military.
Participants earned a direct commission or a commission through a ROTC program, an Officer
Candidate School (OCS), or one of the U.S. military service academies. In addition, participants
served or were currently serving as an officer in the U.S. Army, U.S. Air Force, U.S. Marine
Corps, U.S. Navy, U.S. Coast Guard, or Reserve Component. Participants signed a consent form,
agreeing to participate in the study. After the groups were formed, I asked questions, observed
participants’ responses, and served as the facilitator of the Group Interviews to move the
discussions forward (Rubin & Rubin, 2012).
Materials and Instruments
Researchers are the key instrument in qualitative inquiry (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Suter,
2012). They interview participants, observe behavior, and examine documents (Creswell & Poth,
2018; Suter, 2012). I collected information through individual and focus group interviews to gain
insights from the participants’ lived experiences using the Women U.S. Armed Forces Officers
Leadership, Service, and Experiences Interview Protocols. The groups were formed based on the
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participants’ military status. I selected participants who held the officer ranks of O-3, O-4, and
O-5 for focus group interviews of women veterans. I also selected participants who held the
officer ranks of O-3, O-4, O-5, and O-6 for the 18 semistructured individual interviews, and
women who held the officer ranks of O-2, O-3, O-4, O-5, and O-6 for the focus group interviews
for women who are currently serving.
Individual Interview Protocol
The protocol for semistructured individual interviews (see Appendix D) included openended questions developed based on the research questions and the current research on women
serving in the U.S. military. The questions asked during the interviews promoted getting the
participants’ points of view and opinions (Creswell, 2014).
Focus Group Interview Protocol
There was one focus group interview protocol for veteran female officers (see Appendix
E) and another focus group interview protocol for female officers who were currently serving in
the military (see Appendix F). Both interview protocols provided guidelines to participants and
included open-ended questions created based the research questions and the current research on
women serving in the U.S. military. The questions asked during the interviews promoted getting
the participants’ points of view and opinions (Creswell, 2014). Appendix G displays the
alignment of participant types, data sources, the instrument protocol information, and the
correlating research questions.
Field Testing the Data Collection Instruments
Since I created my instrument in consultation and development with my dissertation
chair, the instrument questions were crafted in consideration of the current literature and research
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on women serving in the U.S. Armed Forces, and in-depth familiarity of the rank, structure, and
operations of the U.S. military.
In addition to grounding the research questions in the literature, which is commensurate
with qualitative research, I added to the fidelity of the study by having the perspective of a
veteran female officer with a doctorate in strategic leadership. I field tested the instruments for
study participants with a veteran female officer, who had earned a doctoral degree and had
experience with qualitative research to review the interview questions to ensure they were
relatable to the participants and suitable for the study. I emailed a copy of the interview models
that outlined the questions and the purpose of the study. During the debrief, I received her
thoughts on shared concepts and experiences, and how to get participants to provide authentic
answers to interview questions. Incorporating her feedback into the development of the interview
protocols before interviews were conducted added validity to the process (Creswell, 2014). Field
testing is important to ensure the instruments are designed to collect the appropriate data (Dikko,
2016). It is also important for establishing trustworthiness. More importantly, it is essential for
qualitative research because, unlike quantitative research, the information gathered from the
instruments will not be statistical or precise (Dikko, 2016).
Data Collection Procedures
Conducting interviews and gathering documents are ways to collect data in
phenomenological research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The data collection method for this study
consisted primarily of 18 semistructured individual interviews and six semistructured focus
group interviews that I digitally recorded. In this study, I used three primary sources of data to
employ the methodological triangulation process: individual interviews, focus group interviews,
and artifacts (Fusch et al., 2018). Triangulation involves examining data from a variety of
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sources to attain more accurate and credible findings (Fusch et al., 2018; Oliver-Hoyo & Allen,
2006). According to Saldaña and Omasta (2018), triangulation involves “considering data from
at least three different sources to help ensure more dimensions to the data” (p. 99). In addition,
examining data from different sources adds validity to the study because it justifies developed
themes during the data analysis process (Creswell, 2014). The data gathered from the focus
group interviews with female officers, who were currently serving, served as a mechanism to
compare their gender related military leadership experiences with veteran female officers. When
analyzing the data sets, I used the framework method (Gale et al., 2013) and the thematic
analysis method (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to provide an assessment to form my analysis.
Semistructured Individual Interviews
Before interviews began, I assured each participant that her identity would remain
confidential. I also informed the participant that the interview was being recorded to ensure
accurate transcription. In addition, I talked to participants about confidentiality and privacy,
emphasizing the protection of their information through the entire study in a password-protected
file and their chosen pseudonym would be used to protect their identity. I asked participants for a
pseudonym in the online survey (see Appendix H) before each individual interview, audiorecorded the interviews and annotated the participants’ pseudonym, recording date, and
interview time. Based on the participants’ responses to the questions during the interviews,
questions were removed or added for clarification purposes to ensure understanding of the
women’s information. Additionally, I analyzed data from the interviews using the framework
method (Gale et al., 2013) and the thematic analysis method (Braun & Clarke, 2006), in
conjunction with NVivo 12.

59
Semistructured Focus Group Interviews
I used the same procedures to conduct the focus group interviews. To protect
participants’ identity in the group settings, I requested a pseudonym from each participant in the
online survey (see Appendix H) before each focus group interview. In addition, I video recorded
participants’ responses during the interviews to ensure I accurately kept track of each
participant’s feedback.
Using a semistructured interview process allowed participants to share a considerable
amount of information without a lot of direction from the interviewer (Patton, 2015; Saldaña &
Omasta, 2018). It also allowed the interviewer to take notes or create memos and organize the
data in a way to provide a clear explanation of the findings (Suter, 2012). With a focus on their
lived experiences, individual interviews and focus group interviews revealed commonalities and
issues among the participants. I used online search tools and social media platforms to identify
military professional and veteran professional associations to solicit online focus groups to
conduct interviews (Lijadi & van Schalkwyk, 2015). I conducted the interviews using Zoom
video conferencing over multiple meeting times to facilitate the focus group interviews. Veteran
female officers and currently serving female officers participated in separate focus group
interviews.
Artifacts
According to Skageby (2010), online observations can be used as a primary or
supplementary method. As a supplementary method, I asked participants for artifacts and
observable data such as videos, awards, documents created, nonparticipant observations via
digital platforms, courses they created, syllabi/modules, rank promotion documents, rank
evaluations, commendations, promotion evaluations, salary increase evaluations, etc. Three
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veteran female officer participants provided artifacts that included an award, rank promotion
documents, and photographs. I examined the artifacts using the thematic analysis method (Braun
& Clarke, 2006). Creswell (2014) affirmed data in qualitative research may also consist of visual
and audio materials such as videotapes and photographs.
Data Analysis Procedures
In qualitative research, data analysis is preparing and organizing text information, and
artifacts to determine themes and patterns to assist in answering the research questions (Creswell
& Poth, 2018). The framework method (Gale et al., 2013) and the thematic analysis method
(Braun & Clarke, 2006) are two types of data analysis procedures used for examining
phenomenological data.
Framework Method
The framework method served as a guide throughout the data analysis process. It is a
qualitative data analysis method used for managing and organizing information into summaries,
resulting in rich adaptable matrix outcomes (see Appendices J and K), allowing the researcher to
examine the data as it relates to themes and cases (Edhlund & McDougall, 2019). The matrix is
instrumental in providing an overview of summarized data, when there is a need to manage large
amounts of information (Gale et al., 2013). According to Gale et al. (2013), the procedures for
analyzing data using the framework method include: (a) recording and transcribing interview
data, (b) coding to promote interpretation, (c) establishing a basis for analysis, (d) using a
framework for the analysis, (e) summarizing and charting the data into a matrix, and (f)
interpreting the information. Coding is important for efficiently analyzing information in the
earliest stages of the research (Gläser & Laudel, 2013; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). I used
descriptive coding to summarize participants’ responses in one word or a short phrase on my first
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coding cycle (Saldaña, 2013). I chose words and short phrases that best described participants’
responses and created a node for each one within NVivo 12. In the second cycle, I used in-vivo
coding. I manually coded participants’ responses with words and short phrases and used
quotation marks to distinguish each (Saldaña, 2013). After I completed coding and identifying
themes, I conducted a thematic analysis. It is a method that works well with the framework
method because it promotes organizing, defining, and reporting on the themes found in the data
(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017).
Thematic Analysis Method
The thematic analysis method also served as a guide throughout the data analysis process.
It is a qualitative data analysis method used for classifying, examining, organizing, defining, and
reporting the themes established from the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017).
According to Braun and Clarke (2006), the six steps for analyzing data using the thematic
analysis method include (a) becoming familiar with the data; (b) creating codes; (c) organizing
codes into themes; (d) checking themes against coded work and the data set; (e) refining specific
aspects of themes, including defining and naming them; and (f) generating a report of the final
analysis.
Usage of Digital Tools to Analyze Data
I conducted a thematic analysis with NVivo 12, one of three popular qualitative analysis
software programs, to organize, explore, and analyze data (Creswell, 2014). In using the
framework method (Gale et al., 2013) and the thematic analysis method (Braun & Clarke, 2006),
I used NVivo 12 as a tool to organize and explore the data to deepen the analysis process
(NVivo, n.d.). To ensure trustworthiness and rigor, member checking allowed each participant to
approve the transcribed data with the option to correct, delete, or add information. Member
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checking also added validity to the data because participants confirmed its accuracy (Yüksel &
Yıldırım, 2015). Because the researcher’s position is important to the topic being studied, I also
maintained a reflexive journal and used the NVivo 12 memo feature for critical self-reflection
and to create transparency in the research process (Dodgson, 2019; Nowell et al., 2017; NVivo,
n.d.; Ortlipp, 2008).
Trustworthiness
I ensured trustworthiness throughout the data analysis process. According to Lincoln and
Guba (1985), there are four areas of trustworthiness: credibility, dependability, confirmability,
and transferability. By using a peer debriefer, triangulating three data sources, and conducting
member checking, I ensured credibility. In addition, I recorded, transcribed, and coded the data
to be maintained for dependability and confirmability. Using thick, rich descriptions of the
sample population promoted transferability.
Role of the Researcher
My military leadership experiences and the desire to serve at the elite leadership level led
me to the topic of the gender gap in the top and highest leadership levels of the U.S. military.
When I reviewed the resumes of General Officers across the Army and Air Force, I noticed there
were few women leaders. Williams and McGivern (2017) confirmed there are very few women
in the military who has “broken through the glass ceiling” (p. 3). In addition, when I researched
women in leadership as a part of a case study in an organizational leadership course, I learned
there is a gender gap in high-level leadership positions in almost every career field.
Assumptions
Qualitative researchers should practice reflexivity by reflecting on and acknowledging
one’s personal beliefs, values, biases, and assumptions about the topic and research they are
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conducting (Creswell, 2012). According to Dodgson (2019), reflexivity is one of the ways
qualitative researchers can ensure rigor and excellence in research, which is “the gold standard
for determining trustworthiness” (p. 220).
Ontology is the philosophical research of existence, and ontological assumptions address
the question, “What is the nature of reality?” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 20). Qualitative
researchers acknowledge reality, while reporting on different perspectives based on participants’
lived experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Tai & Ajjawi, 2016). Subsequently, in this section, I
will address my background in relation to the research topic and experiences related to research
assumptions to establish reflexivity for this study. I end this section with providing the
assumptions supporting this research study.
From the onset of wanting to pursue this area of study, I acknowledged the research
showing the number of women in the U.S. military has increased significantly over the last 40
years, yet women only comprised 6.1% of military officers in elite leadership roles (Dichter &
True, 2015; Hoyt, 2016). After recently retiring from military service, having served in a
leadership capacity, I reflected upon my personal and professional experiences as a woman
serving as an officer in the U.S. Armed Forces. I had the privilege of serving in the U.S. Army
for more than 20 years as both an enlisted soldier and commissioned officer, elevating to the
rank of Lieutenant Colonel. Furthermore, Wallace (2017) stated organizations should start
preparing young women early by having honest career conversations and not assuming they will
figure things out for themselves.
During my time in the U.S. Armed Forces, I earned two master’s degrees and started
work on my Ed.D. in Organizational Leadership. In addition, some of the positions I held
included battalion commander (leading an organization of more than 690 soldiers), Mobility
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Division Chief (advising on transportation policy and procedure in support of 21,000 soldiers on
the Korean peninsula), Deputy, Mobility Branch Chief (supervising accurate and timely
reporting of convoy movements, retrograding over 6,500 rolling stock items and over 80,000
nonrolling stock items), and Mentorship Program Coordinator for the Morning Calm Chapter of
ROCKS, Inc., a professional nonprofit organization for commissioned officers, warrant officers,
and Department of Defense civilians (established first mentorship program and supervised
ongoing mentor/mentee relationships).
Although I had a great Army career, I experienced gender bias at various times. An
instance that clearly comes to mind is the interaction I had with my senior rater or boss during an
officer evaluation report (OER) counseling session. He asked me about my career goals. I told
him I wanted to be a battalion commander, which is a premier job for a lieutenant colonel. He
appeared surprised. He told me I needed to be more like one of my male counterparts, who was
loud, aggressive, and had more opportunities to interact with him than I did. At that time, I was
the only senior female operations officer in the organization.
My assumptions include the belief that some women with strong track records of
leadership do not receive opportunities to lead at higher levels. I believe if there is evidence of
high performance and strong work ethic, organizations should be intentional about preparing
women for career advancement. Given the lack of significant changes to the culture and policies
for the U.S. military service branches, I hold the following research assumptions:
1. The U.S. military will need to implement efforts to ameliorate adverse gender impacts
due to operating as a male-dominated institution, given the limited numbers of
women advancing in leadership positions (Dichter & True, 2015).
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2. In reference to the overall research on limited advancement opportunities, female
officers will continue to require support to ensure advancement at an equitable
pace/rate. Based on a consistent pattern over the years, female officers are less likely
to advance as rapidly as their male peers (Keller et al., 2018).
3. Some female officers may need assistance with gaining access to mentors and
sponsors. Again, Hoyt (2016) found female officers have limited developmental
opportunities and effective mentorship relationships, as well as experience greater
barriers in establishing informal mentor connections/networks.
4. Veteran female officers are the best individuals to share their experiences accurately
and honestly because they have served in an environment where they may have felt
the added pressure to conform (Abbe, 2020; Segal et al., 2016) to advance in their
careers. Again, Wallace (2017) recognized organizations should prepare young
women for careers early through honest conversations and not assume these young
ladies will figure out steps or strategies, independently.
5.

Formal training may be required to address the cultural gender stereotypes because
“gender relations topics are not integrated in military leader development programs”
(Segal et al., 2016, p. 38).

Delimitations
I examined veteran female military officers’ leadership experiences, using role congruity
theory as the conceptual framework (Eagly & Karau, 2002). I selected veteran female military
officers for this study because their insights would reveal information that is not analyzed in
previous research. Male officers, enlisted men and women, and civilian women without military
service experience, who are associated with the U.S. military, did not serve as participants in this
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study. In addition, by excluding male officers, women were the best individuals to share their
experiences accurately and honestly and how they relate to the small percentage of female
military officers in elite leadership positions such as rear admiral and brigadier general (Hoyt,
2016). I used purposive sampling to select veteran female officers across all military service
branches who served and retired and/or honorably discharged from the military, as well as those
female officers who are currently serving.
Ethical Considerations
I completed data collection and obtained online site permissions after receiving approval
from Abilene Christian University’s Institutional Review Board (see Appendix I). To ensure
confidentiality and anonymity, I asked each participant to provide a pseudonym and I secured
research data in a password-protected file. I recruited participants with a flyer, using social media
sites such as LinkedIn and Facebook. In addition, flyers were provided to select military and
veteran organizations to seek participants. Participants signed a consent form, agreeing to
participate in the study. I reviewed the consent form with each participant, in addition to the
purpose of the study and the projected completion time of the interview. I sent the consent forms
to participants before the interviews, using HelloSign.com. As the principal investigator, I had
sole access to the data. I maintained the data in a password-protected file and participants’ names
will not be shared or published.
Summary
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to examine the experiences
of veteran female officers who advanced in rank in the U.S. military. Secondarily, the purpose
was to (a) determine if women experienced role congruity barriers, while advancing in rank, and
(b) determine if women experienced role congruity when they attempted to advance in rank to
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elite-level leadership positions. In this study, I examined the viewpoint of veteran female
officers, who served during the period 2010–2020. I selected participants from a larger
population of veteran female officers, who met specific criteria such as having a direct
commission or a commission through a ROTC program, an Officer Candidate School, or one of
the U.S. military service academies. In addition, I assessed the perspectives of female officers,
who were currently serving, with the purpose of comparing their gender related military
leadership experiences to those of veteran female officers. I recruited and selected 18 veteran
female officers for semistructured individual interviews, four veteran female officers for a focus
group interview, and four–eight currently serving female officers for each set of five focus group
interviews. I used semistructured focus group interviews and semistructured individual
interviews to collect information to understand their lived experiences. I triangulated the data
from the individual interviews, focus group interviews, and artifacts to answer the research
questions. To ensure confidentiality and anonymity, each participant was referenced with a
pseudonym throughout the interview process and research data were securely stored in a
password-protected file.
I used the framework method (Gale et al., 2013) and the thematic analysis method (Braun
& Clarke, 2006) as guides throughout the data analysis process to provide an assessment to form
my analysis. I conducted a thematic analysis with NVivo 12 as an analysis tool to organize,
explore, and analyze data (Creswell, 2014). It is a method that works well with the framework
method (Gale et al., 2013) because it promotes organizing, defining, and reporting on the themes
found in the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017). To ensure trustworthiness and
rigor, I ensured Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) four areas of trustworthiness: credibility,
dependability, confirmability, and transferability were met during the data analysis process. The
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insights gained from this study promotes potential change for female officers, who are currently
serving and can change the perspective of senior male officers who are in positions to promote
their advancement.
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Chapter 4: Results
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to examine the experiences
of veteran female officers who advanced in rank in the U.S. military. Secondarily, the purpose
was to (a) determine if women experienced role congruity barriers, while advancing in rank, and
(b) determine if women experienced role congruity when they attempted to advance in rank to
elite-level leadership positions. The specific problem is that female military officers have not
advanced at the same rate to elite-level leadership positions in the military as their male
counterparts. Despite research regarding women in leadership and role congruity within the
clergy, the U.S. Army, and corporate America (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Ferguson, 2017; FordTorres, 2018), a gap exists in the literature regarding the collective role congruency experiences
of female officers across all military service branches. By exploring veteran and currently
serving female officers’ lived experiences, I intended to address this research gap.
This chapter provides an overview of the data collected and the results of the qualitative
analysis. First, I describe the study sample and show table displays of demographic data. Second,
I detail the data collection and analysis processes. Third, I discuss emerging themes and related
subthemes from analyzing participants’ responses. Finally, I present the findings in relation to
the guiding research questions.
Description of the Sample
I collected data from female officers who are currently serving and/or served in the U.S.
Army, U.S. Air Force, U.S. Navy, U.S. Marine Corps, and the U.S. Coast Guard during the
period 2010–2020. The study sample consisted of 27 currently serving female officers and 22
honorably discharged and/or retired (veteran) female officers, recruited through purposive and
snowball sampling. Participants fell into two general groups outlined in Table 1.
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Table 1
Study Participant Types
Abbreviation

Participant description

Applies to

CSFO

Currently Serving Female Officer

CSFOs 1–27

VFO

Veteran Female Officer

VFOs 1–22

For the participants who were currently serving female officers, they held the officer
ranks of O-2, O-3, O-4, O-5, or O-6, and they received a direct commission or earned a
commission through: (a) a Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) program, (b) an Officer
Candidate School (OCS), or (c) from one of the U.S. military service academies. Similar to the
historical data on college and university ROTC programs producing the largest number of
commissioned officers, 44% of CSFO participants in my study earned their commission through
college and university ROTC programs. Of the CSFOs, 25 entered the military at the O-1 level,
after graduating from ROTC, OCS, or a military service academy; one entered as an O-2, after
graduating from law school and one entered as an O-3, after receiving a direct commission to
serve as an occupational therapist.
For veteran female officer participants, they held the officer ranks of O-3, O-4, O-5, or
O-6, and they received a direct commission or earned a commission through (a) a ROTC
program, (b) OCS, or (c) from one of the military service academies. Similar to CSFOs and
historical data on college and university ROTC programs, 50% of VFO participants earned their
commissions through college and university ROTC programs. Of the VFOs, 22 entered the
military at the O-1 level after receiving a direct commission or graduating from ROTC, OCS, or
one of the military service academies.
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Demographic Data
Each participant met the inclusionary criteria to complete the online survey (see
Appendix H). The data collected captured pay grade, race, age group, military branch,
commissioning source, number of years served, and job specialty. Currently serving female
officer participants’ pay grade ranged from O-2 to O-6: four (15%) were O-2s, 11 (40%) were O3s, five (19%) were O-4s, six (22%) were O-5s, and one (4%) was an O-6.
The racial identities of the participants were as follows: 14 (52%) identified as White,
nine (33%) as Black, two (7%) as Asian, one (4%) as Hispanic, and one (4%) as multiracial
(Black/White). The participants ranged from 25–64 years of age. Specifically, 15 (55%)
participants’ ages ranged from 25 to 34, seven (26%) participants’ ages ranged from 35 to 44,
four (15%) participants’ ages ranged from 45 to 54, and one (4%) participant’s age ranged from
55–64. Participants represented each military service branch: 13 (48%) participants served in the
Army, six (22%) served in the Coast Guard, five (19%) served in the Marine Corps, two (7% )
served in the Navy, and one (4%) served in the Air Force.
In addition, two (7%) of participants earned direct commissions, 12 (44%) earned
commissions through ROTC, seven (26%) earned commissions through OCS, and six (22%)
earned commissions through military service academies. Six (22%) participants served in the
military for 20 years or more, three (11%) served more than 15 years but less than 20, seven
(26%) served more than 10 years but less than 15, and 11 (41%) served less than 10 years.
Finally, participants had a wide range of job specialties with six (22%) serving in the healthcare
career field, four (15%) in human resources, three (11%) in engineering, and three (11%) in the
logistics career field which included supply and quartermaster. Table 2 summarizes the
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demographic data for the participants who were female officers currently serving in the U.S.
military.
Table 2
Demographics of Currently Serving Female Officer Participants
Participant
(CSFO)

Pay
grade

Race

Age
group

Military
branch

Commissioning
source

Years
served

Job specialty

1

0-4

Black

35–44

Army

OCS

17

Human Resources

2

0-3

Asian

25–34

Coast Guard

Academy

6

Marine Safety

3

0-3

White

25–34

Coast Guard

Academy

10

Civil Engineering

4

0-3

Asian

35–44

Coast Guard

OCS

10

Prevention

5

0-3

Black

25–34

Air Force

ROTC

11

Cyberspace

6

0-5

White

35–44

Army

ROTC

20

Human Resources

7

0-3

Multi-racial

25–34

Coast Guard

6

Operations Ashore

8

0-4

Black

25–34

Navy

12

Nurse

9

0-2

White

25–34

Coast Guard

3

Engineering

10

0-6

Black

45–54

Navy

OCS

27

Nurse

11

0-4

Black

45–54

Army

OCS

26

Social Worker

12

0-5

White

45–54

Marines

ROTC

27.5

Lawyer

13

0-3

White

25–34

Marines

Academy

4.5

Supply

14

0-3

Black

25–34

Army

ROTC

9

Chemical

15

0-3

White

25–34

Coast Guard

Academy

7

Naval Engineering

16

0-5

Black

35–44

Army

Direct

17.5

Lawyer

17

0-3

White

25–34

Marines

OCS

7

Logistics

18

0-3

White

35–44

Marines

OCS

14

Naval Aviation

19

0-5

Black

35–44

Army

ROTC

16

Nurse Practitioner

20

0-5

Hispanic

55–64

Army

ROTC

25

Human Resources

21

0-4

White

25–34

Army

ROTC

11

OB/GYN Nurse

22

0-2

White

25–34

Army

ROTC

7

Quartermaster

23

0-2

White

25–34

Army

ROTC

3.5

Intelligence

24

0-2

White

25–34

Army

ROTC

2.5

Human Resources

25

0-5

White

45–54

Marines

26

0-3

Black

25–34

27

0-4

White

35–44

Academy
ROTC
Academy

OCS

20

Manpower

Army

ROTC

12

Behavioral Science

Army

Direct

7

Occupational Therapy
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The racial identities of veteran female officer participants were as follows: 11 (50%)
identified as White, eight (35%) as Black, one (5%) as Asian, one (5%) as Hispanic, and one
(5%) as Hawaiian. The participants ranged from 25 to 64 years of age: four (18%) participants’
ages ranged from 25 to 34, five (23%) participants’ ages ranged from 35 to 44, 10 (45%)
participants’ ages ranged from 45 to 54, and three (14%) participants’ ages ranged from 55 to 64.
Participants represented each military service branch: 11 (50%) participants served in the Army,
four (18%) served in the Air Force, three (14%) served in the Navy, two (9%) served in the
Coast Guard, and two or 9% served in the Marine Corps.
In addition, one (5%) participant earned a direct commission, 11 (50%) earned
commissions through ROTC, six (27%) earned commissions through OCS, and four (18%)
earned commissions through military service academies. Fourteen (64%) served in the military
for 20 years or more, two (9%) served less than 15 years but more than 10 years; and six (27%)
served less than 10 years. Finally, participants served in a wide range of job specialties with four
(18%) serving in human resources, three (14%) in healthcare, three (14%) in logistics, and two
(9%) in surface warfare.
Table 3 includes the demographic data for veteran female officer participants. Each
participant met the inclusionary criteria to complete the online survey. The data collected
captured final pay grade, race, age group, military branch, commissioning source, number of
years served, and job specialty. Participants’ final pay grade ranged from O-3 to O-6; nine (41%)
participants were O-3s, four (18%) were O-4s, seven (32%) were O-5s, and two (9%) were O-6s.
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Table 3
Demographics of Veteran Female Officer Participants
Participant Final Pay
(VFO)
grade

Race

Age
group

Military
branch

1

0-6

Black

55–64

Air Force

2

0-3

White

35–44

Army

3

0-3

White

25–34

Coast Guard

4

0-5

Black

55–64

Army

5

0-3

White

25–34

Coast Guard

6

0-4

White

45–54

Army

7

0-3

White

25–34

Marines

8

0-6

Black

45–54

Army

9

0-5

Hawaiian

55–64

Marines

10

0-5

Black

45–54

11

0-3

Black

12

0-5

13

Commissioning Years
source
served
ROTC

28.5

Job specialty
Telecommunications

OCS

12

Public Affairs

Academy

5.5

Naval Engineering

OCS

34

Human Resources

Academy
OCS
Academy

5
20
9

Response
Human Resources
Aviation

ROTC

26

Quartermaster

OCS

25

Communications

Army

ROTC

25

Human Resources

45–54

Air Force

ROTC

21

Finance

White

45–54

Army

ROTC

21

Nurse

0-3

White

35–44

Air Force

ROTC

7

Intelligence

14

0-5

Asian

45–54

Air Force

ROTC

22

Maintenance

15

0-4

Black

35–44

Navy

ROTC

24

Surface Warfare

16

0-3

White

25–34

Navy

Academy

9.5

Surface Warfare

17

0-4

White

45–54

Navy

ROTC

24

Nurse

18

0-5

Black

45–54

Army

ROTC

22

Acquisition

19

0-5

White

45–54

Army

Direct

28

Registered Dietitian

20

0-4

Black

45–54

Army

OCS

34

Logistics

21

0-3

White

35–44

Army

OCS

13.5

Human Resources

22

0-3

Hispanic

35–44

Army

ROTC

9

Quartermaster
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Data Collection Process
I used three data collection methods in this study: (a) semistructured individual
interviews with honorably discharged and/or retired female officers, (b) semistructured focus
group interviews with both currently serving female officers and honorably discharged and/or
retired female officers, and (c) artifacts as support documents. I conducted interviews using
Zoom video conferencing. I also used three primary sources of data for methodological
triangulation: (a) individual interviews, (b) focus group interviews, and (c) artifacts (Fusch et al.,
2018).
Individual Interviews
The honorably discharged and/or retired officers who participated in the individual
interviews were not the same honorably discharged and/or retired officers who participated in the
focus group interview. Conducting a focus group interview with different veteran officer
participants was an opportunity to gather interactive data and hear contrasting viewpoints in a
group setting (Leung & Savithiri, 2009). I asked individual veteran officers interview questions
designed to answer the research questions. The length of individual interviews with the 18
veteran officers ranged from 30 to 60 minutes each (see Appendix D for individual interview
questions).
Focus Group Interviews
I identified the women participating in the focus group interviews with their chosen
pseudonyms. I conducted six focus group interviews: one with honorably discharged and/or
retired officers and five with currently serving officers. I created the focus group interview
questions to gather data to answer the research questions (see Appendices E and F).
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The honorably discharged and/or retired officers’ focus group interview consisted of two
honorably discharged officers and two retired officers who served in the U.S. Army. The focus
group interview lasted 49 minutes. Each participant had their web cameras on.
The first CSFO focus group interview consisted of three officers in the U.S. Coast Guard,
one officer in the U.S. Air Force, and one officer in the U.S. Army. The focus group interview
lasted 53 minutes. All but two participants used their web cameras.
The second CSFO focus group interview consisted of two officers in the U.S. Coast
Guard, two officers in the U.S. Navy, and one officer in the U.S. Army. The focus group
interview lasted 58 minutes. Each participant had their web cameras on.
The third CSFO focus group interview consisted of two officers in the U.S. Marine
Corps, three officers in the U.S. Army, and one officer in the U.S. Coast Guard. The focus group
interview lasted one hour. Each participant had their web cameras on.
The fourth CSFO focus group interview consisted of two officers in the U.S. Marine
Corps and three officers in the U.S. Army. The focus group interview lasted one hour.
Participants chose not to use their web cameras, which did not affect the details received.
The fifth CSFO focus group interview consisted of five officers in the U.S. Army and one
officer in the U.S. Marine Corps. The focus group interview lasted one hour. Two participants
chose to use their web cameras, which did not affect the details received.
Artifacts and Support Documents
Three veteran officers provided artifacts as support documents, which supported their
career advancement experiences and theme development. One honorably discharged Army
officer provided three photos of herself in duty uniform. One honorably discharged Coast Guard
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officer provided a copy of her end-of-service award. Finally, one retired Air Force officer
provided copies of her military biography, a resume, and a promotion recommendation.
Data Analysis Process
Following data collection, data analysis began. I used the framework method (Gale et al.,
2013) and the thematic analysis method (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to analyze the interviews with
NVivo 12 as an analysis tool. In using the framework method, I recorded the interviews using
Zoom video conferencing and uploaded the videos to Otter.ai for transcription. I reviewed and
edited the transcripts while listening to the recordings to ensure accuracy. I uploaded the
transcripts into NVivo 12 and created separate folders for the individual interviews and focus
group interviews. I separated the transcripts to distinctly analyze the responses from veteran
officers and currently serving officers. I used descriptive coding to summarize participants’
responses in one word or a short phrase on my first coding cycle. I chose words and short
phrases that best described participants’ responses and created a node for each one within NVivo
12.
In the second cycle, I used in-vivo coding. I manually coded participants’ responses with
words and short phrases and used quotation marks to distinguish each (Saldaña, 2013). I used
constant comparison and reduced overlapping codes within NVivo 12 and on the written
document until themes emerged from the data’s meaning. I developed a working framework for
analysis, after codifying the coded transcripts and charting separate coding matrices for veteran
officers and currently serving officers (see Appendices I and J). The coding matrices display
short summaries of participants’ experiences, as they relate to the themes. Overall participants
had challenging leadership experiences, but most reported experiencing more successes than
challenges during their military careers.
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By applying this analytical framework, I identified four themes and supporting subthemes
for currently serving officer participants. The dominant themes that emerged from the data were:
(a) supportive advancement and promotion opportunities/experiences, (b) challenging leadership
experiences, (c) career advancement limitations, and (d) gendered service experiences. I also
identified five themes and supporting subthemes for veteran officer participants. The dominant
themes that emerged from the data were: (a) supportive advancement and promotion
opportunities/experiences, (b) barriers and challenges to promotion, (c) career advancement
limitations, (d) gendered service experiences, and (e) blueprint for career success. In the final
step, I interpreted the information and included it in the final report.
The process of using the thematic analysis method for the interviews consisted of (a)
studying the transcripts to become familiar with the data; (b) using descriptive coding and invivo coding cycles to create codes; (c) organizing codes into themes; (d) checking themes against
the coded transcripts and data set; (e) refining specific aspects of the themes, including defining
and naming them; and (f) generating a report of the final analysis. The process of using the
thematic analysis method for the artifacts consisted of (a) examining the artifacts to become
familiar with the contents; (b) uploading the artifacts (three photos, a photocopy of an end-ofservice award, a military biography, a resume, and a promotion recommendation) into NVivo 12
(creating and naming a new records folder); (c) using descriptive coding to summarize my
observations of each artifact with a word or short phrase about the item, while using constant
comparison until a theme emerged from the meaning of each item; (d) checking the theme
against the coded transcripts and data set; and (e) refining the theme and incorporating it into the
report of the final analysis.
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Combining the use of the Gale et al.’s (2013) framework method with Braun and
Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis method allowed me to manage large amounts of information,
become familiar with the data, code the data, and organize the codes into themes and related
subthemes. As Creswell (2014) suggested, I uploaded data into NVivo 12 for organization,
exploration, and analysis. I maintained a reflexive journal and used descriptive and in vivo
coding to identify words and short phrases from participants’ responses and topics of the artifacts
within NVivo 12.
Analysis of Data With Phenomenological Models and Processes
The data analysis process also involved the four steps of Moustakas’ (1994)
phenomenological model, as outlined in Chapter 3. First, I used epoche before the data collection
and analysis process to remain unbiased and to examine the information gained only through
researching the phenomenon. Second, I applied phenomenological reduction during the data
analysis process when I read and analyzed each sentence of participants’ responses to ensure I
allocated equal value to each statement. Third, I used imaginative variation during the data
analysis process when I created a list of codes and grouped them into themes and categories.
Finally, I developed composite textural and composite structural descriptions and synthesized the
descriptions of participants’ lived experiences from the interview transcripts to capture the
essence of their experiences in the analysis of answering the guiding research questions.
Trustworthiness
I used four methods to ensure trustworthiness of the data used in this study. According to
Lincoln and Guba (1985), there are four areas of trustworthiness: credibility, dependability,
confirmability, and transferability. Incorporating a peer debriefer’s feedback into the interview
protocols before I interviewed participants’ added validity (Creswell, 2014) and credibility to the
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data collection process. The debriefer shared experiences and recommendations on how to get
participants to provide authentic answers to interview questions. After transcription, I
implemented member checking. In alignment with Yüksel and Yıldırım (2015), I emailed
interview transcripts to all participants after each interview to confirm accuracy, which added
credibility to the data. Of the 24 interview transcripts emailed to participants, only eight
requested grammatical changes.
I uploaded interview transcripts into NVivo 12 where entries were date/time stamped,
adding additional credibility and dependability to the data analysis process. Using NVivo 12 to
organize the interview data and artifacts also provided a place for data storage, promoting
dependability and confirmability, which was also beneficial for establishing an audit trail. In
alignment with Creswell’s (2014) suggestion, I examined data from different sources to add
validity and credibility to the study. This process further justified the themes and subthemes that
I developed during the data analysis process. Using thick, rich descriptions of the sample
population also promoted transferability.
Overview of Emergent Themes From the Data
After using the descriptive and in vivo coding processes, I identified commonalities in the
veteran officer and currently serving officer participants’ responses and in the topics of the
artifacts. In establishing the analytical framework, I identified five themes and related subthemes
from the veteran officers’ interviews. In addition, I identified commonalities in the topic of each
artifact, which resulted in one theme. I also identified four themes and related subthemes from
the interviews with currently serving officers. Overlapping themes include supportive
advancement and promotion opportunities/experiences, career advancement limitations, and
gendered service experiences.
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Currently Serving Officers’ Themes
The dominant themes that emerged for currently serving officers were: (a) supportive
advancement and promotion opportunities/experiences, (b) challenging leadership experiences,
(c) career advancement limitations, and (d) gendered service experiences. The first theme,
supportive advancement and promotion opportunities/experiences had two subthemes: promoted
when eligible and positive performance evaluations. A predetermined time served in
participants’ pay grade and successful completion of professional military education were the
primary factors in promotion eligibility. The professional military education centered on
between-rank career courses and schools such as the Army’s Captain Career Course, the Army’s
Command and General Staff College, College of Naval Command and Staff, Marine Corps
Command and Staff College, and Air Command and Staff College (Farrell, 2020). Supportive
advancement and promotion opportunities/experiences define how participants explained their
experiences of pursuing senior-level leadership positions in the U.S. military.
The second theme, challenging leadership experiences, had two subthemes: difficult boss
and racism. This theme defines participants’ negative experiences with supervisors and other
leaders. The third theme, career advancement limitations, had one subtheme: having a family.
The third theme defines how participants explained the reasons for their limited career
advancement. The fourth theme, gendered service experiences, had four subthemes: (a) gender
bias, (b) male–female professional relationships, (c) sexual harassment, and (d) lack of respect
from leaders, peers, and subordinates. Gendered service experiences define participants’
gendered experiences and their experiences of being undervalued or disregarded as a leader.
Table 4 shows the four primary themes and related subthemes.
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Table 4
Currently Serving Officer Participant Responses by Themes and Subthemes
Themes

Related subthemes

Supportive Advancement and Promotion
Opportunities/Experiences

• Promoted when eligible
• Positive performance evaluations

Challenging Leadership Experiences

• Difficult boss
• Racism

Career Advancement Limitations

• Having a family

Gendered Service Experiences

• Gender bias
• Male–female professional relationships
• Sexual harassment
• Lack of respect from leaders, peers, and subordinates

Theme 1: Supportive Advancement and Promotion Opportunities/Experiences.
Currently serving officer participants served in a wide range of career fields with various
leadership experiences. Most of them experienced more successes than challenges. Many shared
experiences of recognition and fair treatment. Two or 7% of participants experienced promotion
challenges, but more than half of the participants experienced timely promotions when they met
their service branch’s eligibility requirements. An Army lieutenant colonel with 20 years of
service stated,
I don't think that I have had any real challenges or barriers to success. I have also been
promoted just on the normal timeline, at the time in service, time in grade, hit the marks
for the Army—and mostly all about the evaluations and then the schools and making sure
you go and complete your professional military education. (CSFO 6)
A Coast Guard reserve lieutenant with six years of service on active duty stated,
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I would say that I didn't have any noteworthy barriers to promotion. As far as in the Coast
Guard, your promotion is very dependent on your officer evaluation report. My reports
were standard to above average, and I didn't come across any barriers. (CSFO 7)
Theme 2: Challenging Leadership Experiences. The second theme, challenging
leadership experiences, emerged from participants’ responses when I asked them to state the
barriers or challenges that they faced with promotion and advancing in the military. Most
participants recalled negative experiences with supervisors. The second most common response
was racism (see Table 4). For instance, an Army lieutenant with three years of service
experienced backlash from her boss after informing him she was pregnant. She recalled,
He stopped talking to me and looking me in the eye. It was detrimental to my platoon—
not because I was doing work any differently, but because of the communication
failures—just because he didn't like the fact that I became pregnant. That resulted in me
having a lower block on my evaluation, which resulted in me actually being postponed in
my captain's career course. (CSFO 23)
An Air Force captain with 11 years of service worked for a male supervisor who lost confidence
in her leadership abilities based on unexpected events recalled, “I got a referral evaluation…You
know, it was just you get a boss that you don't jive with, and there's nothing you can do to make
that boss happy” (CSFO 5). A Marine Corps captain with four years of service reported,
We were finishing up the period of instruction just a couple weeks from graduation. And
I was at my third and final counseling with my platoon commander, who's a captain. He
had rated me very high over the entire course, but lately he had continued to roll me
down, so, I asked him, I said, “Sir, what do you think I can do better? Not only for the
rest of the duration of the course, but how can I improve my leadership?” He looked at
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me, he goes, “You should carry the M249 or the M240 more.” I looked at it, and I'm like,
“I am going to be a supply officer.” (CSFO 13)
An Army lieutenant colonel with 25 years of service shared her experience with racism:
It's been challenging with senior leaders…to get some of them to understand and others
not so much, because they've experienced it, or they've seen it themselves. But for those
who have not experienced it, or have no interaction with that, it's difficult to
understand…At least in my world in the last five years, it just seems like it's been
extremely difficult. Maybe it's just the commands that I'm in, but that's what it's been like
for me. (CSFO 20)
An Army lieutenant colonel with 16 years of service also experienced racism, recounting,
Speaking to the point earlier about racism and bigotry, I know as an African American
female, I've had very tense discussions with leaders. For example, I had a white male,
very senior officer tell me that I was being very aggressive about my job. And I had to
learn very early on, at a very junior rank, to defend myself and to articulate to senior
leadership. Sort of leading up to that, you need to check your biases in a very professional
and tactful way—because with all due respect, if I were a white male, you would say that
he's very assertive and a go-getter—but because I am packaged the way in which I am,
now all of a sudden, I'm very aggressive. (CSFO 19)
Theme 3: Career Advancement Limitations. The second theme, career advancement
limitations, emerged from participants’ responses when I asked what they saw as reasons for
limited career advancement opportunities for female officers, and how those limitations affected
their careers. Having a family was the most common response (see Table 4). Participants
experienced challenges with balancing work, life, and family responsibilities. Sometimes
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prioritizing their families meant negatively impacting their chances for career progression. For
instance, a Marine Corps lieutenant colonel with 27 years of service recollected,
Because I don’t have a spouse to handle the day-to-day responsibilities freeing me up to
concentrate on my job—or who will drop everything at a moment’s notice to support my
next move—I must make decisions that I know negatively impact my career. You can see
a short-term example of this when I try to leave at the end of the day. While most of my
male counterparts can and do stay past 1800 daily without even blinking (knowing that
their stay-at-home wives will take care of everything at home), I am scrambling to pick
my kids up from daycare so that I can feed them a healthy meal at a reasonable time, help
them with homework, and get them to bed. (CSFO 12)
An Army lieutenant colonel with 25 years of service experienced work–life balance challenges
as a single parent, describing,
I did have to make those family decisions over whether I was going to compete for
command or just stay in a staff position. I consciously made that decision because of
being a single parent and having that additional responsibility, and I knew that if I didn't
stay in a staff position that I would never see my child. (CSFO 20)
An Army major with 11 years of service also experienced challenges with work–life balance,
sharing,
I am a mother, and I have four kids. And there have been times when I have had the
opportunity to maybe be the top graduate in a class, but I was working so hard above and
beyond what was being done in the schoolhouse and immediately going home to be a
mother. It was just such an enormous task that even if I made second place, I've worked
twice as hard as my male peers who got first and didn't have anything. (CSFO 21)
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A Coast Guard lieutenant with 10 years of service also talked about family and the limitations to
career advancement when I asked, “Have you advanced as far in the U. S. Armed Forces as you
desire to progress?”
I'm looking right now at not making it a career, mostly because my husband and I are
both in. We already have one kid; we want more and as you get more senior, co-locating
gets harder and harder. And to me, our family comes ahead of military, and we're not
really willing to separate at any point just because they can't put us in the same location.
(CSFO 3)
Theme 4: Gendered Service Experiences. The fourth theme, gendered service
experiences, emerged from participants’ responses when I asked about their perceptions of how
their gender impacted their experiences in the U.S. Armed Forces, and how serving in their
respective service branch as a female officer impacted their experience in the military. The most
frequent responses were gender bias, male–female professional relationships, and sexual
harassment. I also asked them to tell me about a time when someone perceived their leadership
to be illegitimate because of their gender, and what, if any, were their experiences with role
congruity as they advanced in rank and whether they had experiences with role congruity at their
highest rank. Most participants stated they experienced a lack of respect from their male leaders,
peers, and subordinates at different times throughout their careers (see Table 4). For example, a
Coast Guard lieutenant with 10 years of service recalled an interaction with allied military
service members:
I received some negative opinions from the public once, like when you interact with
some country representatives from different countries. A lot of them don't have females
in their military, so when they see you, they don't respect you as much even though you
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might be the lead of the team or the highest ranking. They don't want to talk to you. They
would rather turn to a male member rather than you and then that kind of put everyone in
an awkward position. (CSFO 4)
A Marine Corps captain with seven years of service experienced challenges maintaining a
professional relationship with a married male coworker, recalling,
I had a friendship with a guy, and he was married. And there was one person who did not
like me, and basically started a rumor that there might be something going on. And I was
like, “No,” and he was one of my really good friends. It was just really disheartening
because he was my only friend at the time, where I was, and it was a very stressful place.
(CSFO 17)
An Army lieutenant colonel with 16 years of service has experienced sexual harassment
throughout her career. She stated,
I think as a female, I have had just numerous, uncomfortable, sexual-harassment type
moments. And I was just at the time— I was just flabbergasted that this was happening to
me, or I did not feel comfortable enough to even truly, really confront it because a lot of
times it was some very, very senior people. And I knew at the end of the day, I was going
to be that problematic girl who couldn't take a joke. So, I hate to say it, but that whole
Me-Too Movement is very real. I think that it is very much prevalent in the Army today.
(CSFO 19)
An Army major with 17 years of service, recalled an experience earlier in her career when her
supervisor met with her and her male peers:
He had this roundtable that we would all sit around. He would never speak directly to me,
even when he was speaking to me. He would not make eye contact when I would speak
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or provide feedback. It was almost like he was disinterested in what I had to say. (CSFO
1)
A Coast Guard lieutenant with three years of service experienced a lack of respect from male
leaders, recounting,
I'll ask questions about specific things, and I'll get totally interrupted like I'm naive, or I
don't understand what's going on.… I get a lot of assumptions that I don't understand
engineering, and everything gets dumbed down often. And then, a lot of the times when I
do ask questions, there's just specific and detailed questions. And these guys who have
been doing this for 25 years (and never forget to remind me), they'll take it super
personally…And that happened to me at my last unit, too. I would ask questions out of
curiosity to have a deeper understanding, and like, it's taken the wrong way. A lot of the
times, I have a really hard time identifying if I'm getting the responses that I get because
I'm a female, or because I'm young, or that I'm an O-2…I think if I were a male, I
wouldn't be interrupted as often. I wouldn't be told that I was naive as often, and I would
be spoken to directly in meetings. A lot of the time, I'll just be ignored in meetings.
(CSFO 9)
A Marine Corps captain with four years of service experienced sexual harassment and a lack of
respect from male subordinates, reporting,
Just between the past two weeks, I’ve had one sergeant make…I would put it in the
category of, I responded to him hitting on me. And as a gay woman, I was like, “What are
you doing?” And then another one just blatantly disrespected me in front of a formation
of Marines. I was appalled…If you’re going to disrespect a captain in front of all these

89
junior Marines that are around you, having just finished up a corporal’s promotion, what
are you saying to everyone else behind closed doors? (CSFO 13)
In addition, a Marine Corps captain with 14 years of service talked about the challenges of being
a woman in leadership as it relates to role congruity:
It’s like a double-edged sword…Because if you’re not aggressive, assertive, and
confident, you’re seen as weak, and you won’t get promoted—then obviously you’re just
a bad Marine. You’re a bad leader. But then at the same time, you’re seen as if you’re
competent, you’re assertive, and you know what you’re talking about. And even if you do
know what you’re talking about, and you’re seen as a go-getter, you’re looked on just as
poorly, almost. (CSFO 18)
Veteran Officers’ Themes
The primary themes that emerged from the data for veteran officers were: (a) supportive
advancement and promotion opportunities/experiences, (b) barriers and challenges to promotion,
(c) career advancement limitations, (d) gendered service experiences, and (e) blueprint for career
success. The first theme, supportive advancement and promotion opportunities/experiences had
two subthemes: promoted when eligible and positive performance evaluations. The first theme is
the only common theme between the interviews and the artifacts. Supportive advancement and
promotion opportunities/experiences define how participants explained their experiences of
pursuing senior-level leadership positions in the U.S. military.
The second theme, barriers and challenges to promotion, had three subthemes: (a) work–
life balance, (b) good old boy network, and (c) lack of mentorship from leaders. Participants
experienced challenges with balancing family obligations and work responsibilities, working in
male-dominated environments where men were preferable to women for leadership positions,
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and receiving mentorship from supervisors. Barriers and challenges to promotion define how
participants explained the obstacles that hindered their career progression.
The third theme, career advancement limitations, had three subthemes: (a) lack of support
from senior leaders, (b) pregnancy/having kids, and (c) work–life balance. The third theme
defines how participants explained the reasons for their limited career advancement and the
limitations for female officers, overall.
The fourth theme, gendered service experiences, had four subthemes: (a) gender bias
(discrimination and stereotypes), (b) sexual harassment/assault, (c) challenged to prove self to
others, and (d) lack of respect from leaders, peers, and subordinates. Gendered service
experiences define participants’ gendered experiences and their experiences of being
undervalued or disregarded as leaders.
The fifth theme, blueprint for career success, had four subthemes: (a) mentorship, (b)
networking, (c) competency, and (d) career management. Blueprint for career success defines
how participants navigated U.S. military rank systems. Table 5 shows the five themes and related
subthemes.
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Table 5
Veteran Officer Participant Responses by Themes and Subthemes
Themes
Supportive Advancement and Promotion
Opportunities/Experiences

Barriers and Challenges to Promotion

Career Advancement Limitations

Gendered Service Experiences

Blueprint for Career Success

Related subthemes
• Promoted when eligible
• Positive performance evaluation
• Work-life balance
• Good old boy network
• Lack of mentorship from leaders
• Lack of support from senior leaders
• Pregnancy/having kids
• Work-life balance
• Gender bias (discrimination and stereotypes)
• Sexual harassment/assault
• Challenged to prove self to others
• Lack of respect from leaders, peers, and subordinates
• Mentorship
• Networking
• Competency
• Career Management

Theme 1: Supportive Advancement and Promotion Opportunities/Experiences.
Veteran officer participants served in a wide range of career fields with a variety of leadership
experiences. Most of them experienced more successes than challenges. Many shared
experiences of recognition, fair treatment, and support from their commands. Two or 9% of
participants experienced promotion challenges, but more than half of the participants
experienced timely promotions when they met their service branch’s eligibility requirements. For
example, a 20-year veteran Army major stated, “I got promoted when I should have got
promoted” (VFO 6). A nine-year veteran Marine Corps captain stated, “I advanced normally and
didn't have any complaints” (VFO 7). A 24-year veteran Navy lieutenant commander stated, “I
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made every promotion when I should have made it, including lieutenant commander, which is
really the only officer promotion I went through that really requires a true board” (VFO 17). A
22-year veteran Army lieutenant colonel stated, “There were challenges, but I always advanced
on time to the next grade” (VFO 18).
In addition, I asked veteran officer participants to state how their performance evaluation
ratings impacted their career advancement. Many of them received positive performance
evaluation reports. For instance, a 26-year veteran Army colonel stated,
I think they had a great impact. They would say if you wanted to have someone do a
tough job, she’s the one for the job, promote ahead of peers, makes wise decisions in
tough situations, can be counted on to step in…I had a lot of top block officer evaluation
reports. (VFO 8)
A 22-year veteran Air Force lieutenant colonel who served successfully in the maintenance field,
a male-dominated career field, observed, “They definitely helped. I was very lucky with all of
my supervisors and my senior raters” (VFO 14). A nine-year veteran Navy lieutenant stated her
performance evaluations did not hinder her career advancement and “they were always positive”
(VFO 16).
Theme 2: Barriers and Challenges to Promotion. The second theme, barriers and
challenges to promotion, emerged from participants’ responses when I asked them to describe
the overall barriers and challenges to promotion for female military officers. Many participants
stated work–life balance, navigating the good old boy network, and a lack of mentorship from
leaders were the primary barriers and challenges to promotion (see Table 5). For example, a 21year veteran Army lieutenant colonel experienced work–life balance challenges as a wife and
mother, explaining,
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You have your marriage, and you have your career. Two of those you can do well; or at
least for me, personally, two of them I could do well. I could do the Army really well.
That was easy, to be honest. I mean, it was hard. It was easy. Right? Very structured,
here's the jobs you have to have. You work hard, and you'll generally get it unless you
have a crappy boss. And that's a roll of the dice. You can't control who that is (who's your
boss) but if you have a decent boss, you have a good chance of progressing. Your
marriage and your child, one of those two is going to bear some burden. And it is easier,
in my opinion to ignore your child, especially when they're younger because they can't
verbalize that, and they can act out. But that's in my opinion—challenging and part of the
reason why I got out as a lieutenant colonel. (VFO 12)
A seven-year veteran Air Force captain, who served in the intelligence field, observed that senior
leaders favored men for leadership positions in her organization. She stated, “Obviously, there’s
the boys club…you have to make sure you’re hanging out with the right leaders and making the
right connections…it’s just something you have to figure out how to navigate” (VFO 13). In
addition, a 34-year veteran Army major who entered the Army as an enlisted soldier experienced
a lack of mentorship. She recalled an early experience as a junior officer:
In my unit, there were five of us, and I was the only female—and it was very, very
challenging. I was even told, kind of during my in-processing, that I would not receive a
mentor. And that was absolutely right. I struggled to get a mentor. (VFO 20)
Theme 3: Career Advancement Limitations. The third theme, career advancement
limitations, emerged from participants’ responses when I asked what they saw as reasons for
limited career advancement opportunities for female officers, and how those limitations affected
their careers. Most participants stated a lack of support from their leaders and pregnancy/having
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kids were the primary limitations to career advancement. Work–life balance was the third most
common response (see Table 5). For example, a five-year veteran Coast Guard lieutenant who
failed the promotion board selection process to O-4 twice stated,
The departments that I ended up being a part of just were not the most supportive of me. I
considered going into other departments to get higher qualifications. I know that was a
huge impact on my lack of promotion was that I didn't have extra qualifications. (VFO 5)
A 12-year veteran Army captain who served as a Public Affairs Officer, experienced an
unexpected pregnancy, sharing,
I was on the track to re-branch Infantry or Armor. I was slotted to go to the Maneuvers
Captain's Career Course. I was training to go to Ranger School, and when I found out I
was pregnant, that completely derailed all of those things. (VFO 2)
A 25-year veteran Marine Corps lieutenant colonel experienced work–life balance challenges as
a single parent, stated,
My husband left me and my twins when they were three, and so, I didn't dare say, I can't
stand duty, I can't deploy to…, I can't go to...because I wanted to be a Marine at the time.
I was a major, I couldn't say that because they would be like, well that's not our problem.
That's your problem. And so, I would fly my mom out to watch my kids or I would hire a
neighbor to watch my kids. I mean, it cost me dearly. (VFO 9)
Theme 4: Gendered Service Experiences. The fourth theme, gendered service
experiences, emerged from participants’ responses when I asked about their perceptions of how
their gender impacted their experiences in the U.S. Armed Forces, and how serving in their
respective service branch as a female officer impacted their experience in the military. The most
frequent response was gender bias (discrimination and stereotypes). Other common responses
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included sexual harassment/assault and challenged to prove themselves to others. I also asked
them to tell me about a time when someone perceived their leadership to be illegitimate because
of their gender. This theme also emerged when I asked about the participants’ experiences with
role congruity as they advanced in rank and whether they had experiences with role congruity at
their highest rank. Most participants stated they experienced a lack of respect from their male
leaders, peers, and subordinates at different times throughout their careers (see Table 5). For
instance, a 28-year veteran Air Force colonel competed against two men for a leadership
position. After being hired, the hiring manager selected the two men to work for her. She shared,
And so, it’s like, “Huh, you’re going to hire two people that competed for my job. And
now they’re going to work for me, and you didn’t give me a chance to build up my own
team.” And then you’re going to tell me, “Oh by the way, I’ve done this.” And I’m not
supposed to think anything about it, and I’m supposed to be quote, “in charge.” And I
was like…and even my counterparts, they said they couldn’t believe that had taken place
because it was obvious that they were preferring one of these guys because number one,
they were buddies, but at the same time, I saw that throughout my career. (VFO 1)
A nine-year veteran Navy lieutenant experienced gender stereotyping during her first duty
assignment serving on a ship. She described,
You are sort of pigeonholed into one or two stereotypes. If you were cheery and bright
and friendly, then you got pigeonholed into the whore stereotype. And if you were, like
more businesslike and didn’t chit chat too much, then you were pigeonholed into the
bitch stereotype. So, it seemed like you couldn’t just be you and do your job well. Plus, I
mean, on a ship, there’s not much else to talk about. So, just about any woman on the
ship gets talked about a lot. (VFO 16)
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A 24-year veteran Navy lieutenant commander experienced sexual assault, revealing, “The
biggest impact that my gender had was being assaulted and then being blamed for being
assaulted. I’m pretty sure that wouldn’t have happened if I was a man” (VFO 17). In addition, a
22-year veteran Army Lieutenant Colonel felt she had to prove herself to male supervisors: “I
felt I had to work harder than male counterparts to be heard or to prove myself” (VFO 18). A
veteran Coast Guard lieutenant with five years of service reported her ideas were not valued:
I had to make it seem like it was their idea or make it seem like it wasn’t necessarily
coming from me because I felt like if I said it, it was kind of just like…”ah maybe,” but if
one of the guys said it, “ah that’s a good idea.” (VFO 3)
A 25-year veteran Army colonel stated while serving overseas in her first duty assignment, an
allied military service member approached her for marriage. She shared,
He asked me to marry him, and that I would never have to work a day in my life. But he
wanted to get to the States and his family would take care of me. I mean, it’s just
craziness. But of course, I said, “No, and don’t ever have that conversation with me,
again.” (VFO 8)
A 24-year veteran Navy lieutenant commander who served as a Nurse Corps Officer,
experienced role congruity at her highest rank. She disclosed,
I think that if you asked around, and people would tell you, I was strict. And I think that
had I not been a female, I may not have been perceived as strict. I think sometimes when
you walk a hard line—which you have to obviously, when you’re in a military unit, you
know, a Marine Corps combat unit—that often when you’re a female, you know then
you’re just perceived as being the bitch. Whereas the same action from a man is
perceived as strong and commanding. (VFO 17)
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Theme 5: Blueprint for Career Success. The fifth theme, blueprint for career success,
emerged from participants’ responses when I asked what strategies they and other female
officers successfully used to advance further in the military. Most participants stated that
mentorship and networking were the top success strategies. Competency and career management
were also common responses (see Table 5). A 34-year veteran Army lieutenant colonel,
previously as an enlisted soldier, shared the importance of mentorship for career advancement:
I think the key is having a mentor, using your mentor. A lot of times, they will help you
and guide you through the different challenges, and even just not so much challenges, but
things that you really need to get done because they can see the big picture. (VFO 4)
A 28-year veteran Air Force colonel benefited from networking and maintaining contact with
senior leaders who provided career enhancing opportunities. She explained,
When GOs (general officers) got promoted, and they were people who I worked for in the
past, it was nothing for me to send them a note very respectfully. I sent them a note
congratulating them. And so, my name was constantly going across their desk in some
way or another. As a result, I was offered a lot of different opportunities to do some
things that I know I would have never had, had I not maintained that friendship and that
connection. (VFO 1)
A 26-year veteran Army colonel emphasized the importance of competency:
I think knowing your job and doing your job well. When you learn what it is you're
supposed to do, even though there are unwritten rules, do well at what you are there to
do, but then learn what other people are doing too. Right? Like how does what you do
impact the other person and seek to understand? (VFO 8)
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A 25-year veteran Marine Corps lieutenant colonel talked about the importance of career
management. She shared, “There's a saying in the Marine Corps that you become your own
career planner. You have to kind of direct your own career because no one's going to do it for
you” (VFO 9).
Artifacts and Support Documents
The theme of supportive advancement and promotion opportunities/experiences emerged
from analyzing items from three veteran officer participants, as shown in Table 6. The items,
coupled with the participants’ responses, validated their career advancement experiences and
supported the study’s findings that most participants experienced more successes than challenges
during their military careers. VFO 3, a five-year veteran Coast Guard lieutenant, earned the
Coast Guard Achievement Medal at the end of her term of service for outstanding achievement.
VFO 14, a 22-year veteran Air Force lieutenant colonel’s biography, resume, and promotion
recommendation confirmed her successful career progression. In addition, VFO 22, a nine-year
veteran Army captain’s photos substantiated her opportunity for deployment and recognition for
outstanding service.
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Table 6
Artifacts
Participants

Artifacts

Description

VFO 3

End-of Service Award

Coast Guard Achievement Medal

VFO 14

Military biography, resume, and
promotion recommendation

Biography and resume validated a
successful 22-year Air Force career.
Promotion recommendation confirmed
recommended promotion to O-6.

VFO 22

Three photos in Army uniform

One photo showed her behind a mounted
weapon on a tank, during a deployment.
The remaining two photos showed her
being recognized and awarded for her
service.

Relationship of the Findings to the Guiding Research Questions
Research Question 1
RQ1 was “What are female officers’ experiences of pursuing advancement to senior-level
leadership positions in the U.S. military?” The participants provided similar responses related to
supportive advancement and promotion opportunities/experiences. In response to the interview
protocol questions, most veteran officer participants stated they received positive performance
evaluations (59%) and advanced to the next rank (50%), when they met their service branch’s
qualifications. Some currently serving officer participants reported receiving positive
performance evaluations (11%) and advancing to the next rank (44%), when eligible. I also
designed the interview protocol questions to determine whether participants faced more
successes or challenges as they advanced in rank. Participant responses revealed most veteran
officer participants (59%) and currently serving officer participants (70%) experienced more
successes than challenges in their careers.
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However, other veteran officer participants (41%) and currently serving officer
participants (30%) described experiencing more challenges than successes or a combination of
both. The challenges centered on barriers to promotion, limitations to career advancement, and
gendered service experiences. Below-average performance evaluation reports, lack of
mentorship and support from leaders, work–life balance, gender bias, and sexual harassment are
examples of the common experiences among some participants. Despite these challenges,
participants desired to continue advancing in their careers and be contributing members of their
respective service branches.
The purpose of RQ1 was to explore participants’ overall advancement and promotion
experiences in the military. In response to this research question, many participants indicated that
positive performance evaluations played an important role in their promotions to higher ranks
and career advancement. In addition to positive performance evaluations, the analysis showed
serving in a woman-majority career field presented optimum work–life balance and opportunities
to assume senior leadership roles without the challenges associated with serving in maledominated work environments. As an example, a Navy lieutenant commander with 12 years of
service, who is currently serving in the Navy’s Nurse Corps stated,
I don't feel like I've had any specific challenges based on my gender in the military, in the
Navy. Maybe it's partially because I'm in the nursing profession where there's a large
majority of females to begin with, but I’ve had the opportunity to have two children while
in the military, and that hasn’t slowed down my career or prevented me from getting
promoted. So, I would say that I think it's across the board, I've felt that the treatment in
regard to promotional opportunities has been pretty equal in relation to gender. (CSFO 8)
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A 28-year veteran Army lieutenant colonel, who served as a registered dietician in the Medical
Specialist Corps stated,
As a lieutenant colonel, which was my highest rank, I was afforded opportunities to fill in
O-6 positions, like deputy commander positions…I got to do that role for six weeks. My
boss, who was male, selected me to be the fill-in, while he was gone. I’ve had that
happen several times in my career, and I felt like my peers and other department chiefs
listened to me. We communicated. I didn’t get any push-back because I was a female
doing that. But then again, that’s the medical side of the house. They’re used to having
females in leadership roles, and females who are commanders and such. (VFO 19)
Research Question 2
RQ2 was “What do female officers attribute to as reasons for their limited career
advancement in the U.S. Armed Forces?” The subquestions that supported RQ2 were (a) What
are the barriers female officers face when seeking advancement in the U.S. Armed Forces? and
(b) What challenges do female officers experience when seeking promotion to a higher rank in
the U.S. Armed Forces? All veteran officer participants stated there are specific barriers and
challenges associated with female officers’ career advancement. Participants identified work–life
balance (14%), navigating the good old boy network (14%), and lack of mentorship from leaders
(14%) as the primary barriers and challenges to promotion. Less than half (41%) of currently
serving officer participants stated specific reasons for limited career advancement. Many
participants recalled negative experiences with supervisors (30%). The second most common
response was racism (7%).
The aim of RQ2 was to explore the reasons for limited career advancement of female
officers and how those limitations affected their careers. In addition to participants’ responses to
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the interview protocol questions, the analysis revealed that receiving a below-average
performance evaluation report and experiencing an unplanned pregnancy were barriers to career
advancement because they were obstacles that prevented promotion to a higher rank or
attendance at career-enhancing schools. After receiving a below-average performance evaluation
report, an Air Force captain with 11 years of service failed the promotion board selection process
to O-4 twice. She divulged,
I got a referral evaluation, and I believe that’s the main thing right now that is stopping
me from putting on major. You know, it was just you get a boss that you don’t jive with,
and there’s nothing you can do to make that boss happy, and I ended up with a bad report.
(CSFO 5)
A Marine Corps lieutenant colonel with 27 years of service failed promotion to O-5 when she
was first eligible because of a difficult boss who submitted a below-average performance
evaluation report late to the promotion board. She asserted,
When I finally got it, it was three weeks before my board, lieutenant colonel board, and
he didn't say anything derogative, but it was the lowest marking on everything you could
get without being adverse. I have never, in over 20 years, gotten a fit rep like that, even as
a lieutenant. I knew this was a fit rep that was going into the board. The board results
came out, like maybe two weeks–three weeks before my second child was due, and I got
passed. (CSFO 12)
Veteran officer participants shared experiences similar to those of currently serving officer
participants. For example, one 5-year veteran Coast Guard lieutenant failed the promotion board
selection process to O-4 twice and did not know the key verbiage that should have been included
in her evaluation reports until it was too late. She stated, “I got lower marks. And I think…I
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settled for what I thought was the standard. I didn’t have a lot of mentoring or coaching
throughout the process” (VFO 5).
Although research indicates female officers plan their pregnancies around career
milestones (Biggs et al., 2009; Evans & Rosen, 1997), resulting in minimal impact to promotions
and advancement, there was one veteran Army captain with 12 years of service who found out
she was pregnant while scheduled to attend the Maneuvers Captain’s Career Course and training
to go to Ranger School, both historically male-only training opportunities. She stated, “When I
found out I was pregnant, that completely derailed all of those things” (VFO 2).
Research Question 3
RQ3 was “How did veteran female officers successfully navigate U.S. military rank
systems?” The focus of RQ3 was to learn about the strategies veteran officer participants used to
advance further in the military. Many veteran officer participants stated that mentorship (32%)
and networking (32%) were the top success strategies. Competency (14%) and career
management (14%) were also common responses. The analysis showed mentorship is a critical
part of female officers’ career advancement because it supports networking, competency, and
career management. For example, a 25-year veteran Army lieutenant colonel recalled an
experience with a long-time mentor when she thought about leaving the Army:
I had a really great mentor, who was a battery commander when I was overseas, who was
now the branch manager. He said, this is what I’ll do. He says I understand you’re going
through some stuff. He said, at the end of the day, if you hang in there with me, I’ll get
you where you need to go on a break. (VFO 10)
A 24-year veteran Navy lieutenant commander recalled an experience with an elite-level leader
and mentor, who supported her efforts in exploring a different career field, stated,
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One of my mentors is a four-star admiral. Now at this time, he was a three-star admiral. I
was scheduled to go and meet for a counseling session or mentoring session. And it was
by request of the admiral for this particular situation because I was trying to decide if I
wanted to be a chaplain, and he wanted me to come and meet one of his senior chaplains.
(VFO 15)
A 20-year veteran Army major recalled an experience with a mentor early in her career:
I had a pretty good mentor as a lieutenant—a really good female MI officer who spent
her time in the division—and she taught me how the game was played. And so, I had a
really good female mentor that just taught me the game, early. (VFO 6)
Research Question 4
RQ4 was “Are female officers’ experiences serving in the U.S. military gendered?” The
subquestions that supported RQ4 were (a) Were veteran female officers’ lived experiences in the
U.S. military gendered in nature and if so, describe those experiences, and (b) How do veteran
female officers’ gendered experiences compare to currently serving female officers’ gendered
experiences? Veteran officer participants reported experiences of gender bias (32%), sexual
harassment and assault (9%), and being challenged to prove themselves to others (9%).
Comparatively, currently serving officer participants reported similar gendered experiences.
Many participants reported experiences of gender bias (22%), problems in male–female
professional relationships (22%), and sexual harassment (7%).
The purpose of RQ4 was to identify the types of gendered experiences that impacted
participants’ perception of the U.S. military. The analysis showed female officers’ commitment
to military service and to be the best in their career fields, despite experiences of gender bias and
sexual harassment/assault in many cases. While training to become an officer, a 24-year veteran
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Navy lieutenant commander experienced a sexual assault. She still had a plan to advance further
in the military. She advised,
Take the jobs that nobody wants and work really hard. That’s it. I may not be smarter
than you, but I can outwork you. I think that was always my strategy, just to outwork
everyone around me. It’s really hard to not recognize someone when they’re outworking
everybody around them. (VFO 17)
On the other hand, a nine-year veteran Army captain’s perception of the military changed, as she
advanced in rank. She disclosed,
My experiences were colored by a very traumatic experience. I’m a military sexual
trauma survivor. And so, I think that as I got up in rank, and I saw a level of sexual
harassment and different things like that, that colored my view of stuff, so I was looking
for an exit at that point. (VFO 22)
Research Question 5
RQ5 was “Do female officers experience role congruity in the U.S. military?” The
subquestions that supported RQ5 were (a) For female officers experiencing role congruity, what
were their lived experiences as they were advancing to different ranks? and (b) For veteran
female officers who experienced role congruity, what were their lived experiences at their
highest rank? Currently serving officer participants reported experiences with role congruity
(44%), and veteran officer participants reported similar experiences (27%) at their highest rank.
The aim of RQ5 was to learn about participants’ experiences of role congruity as they
advanced in rank and at their highest rank. The analysis revealed female officers experienced
role congruity most often early in their careers. For example, a Coast Guard lieutenant with six
years of service stated, “I’m not entirely sure if it was gender or actually rank based, but I will
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say I had issues at my first unit where I had people telling me that I come off too strong” (CSFO
7). In addition, an Army captain with 12 years of service recalled an experience from the first
year of her career when she worked with her male counterparts to complete a mission during a
field training exercise, observing, “It may have been status quo for the males, but it wasn’t
accepted by all for women. That I was to be more calm and meek, and that’s not who I was as a
leader” (CSFO 26).
When asked about role congruity experiences, a Marine Corps lieutenant colonel with 20
years of service, who is leading an organization, stated,
I found that I have had to over-explain and provide a lot more academic rigor behind
recommendations that I’ve made up the chain of command, consistently, in some places,
not every job that I’ve ever had. I think it’s universal, when you first get to a job, you got
to prove yourself, right? I mean, because your leadership’s not automatically going to
trust you, you got to prove yourself every day. So, I’m okay with that. And I recognize in
the Marine Corps that for sure is absolutely the truth.
But after you’ve been in a place for a while, and you prove that you bring
something valuable to the table, after a period of time passes, there comes a point when
your immediate leadership should be able to take that into consideration based on the
recommendations that you make and either say, “Hey, that’s a good idea. Let’s go with
that” or give you a little bit of rudder [to] steer, like, “I think you’re a little bit off track,
let’s go a little to the left or right and get you a little bit better aligned with commander’s
intent or what have you.” I have experienced that lack of trust never goes away. (CSFO
25)
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Most veteran officer participants did not report experiences of role congruity at their highest
rank. The few reported experiences centered on others not valuing their leadership. A five-year
veteran Coast Guard lieutenant stated a senior enlisted sailor expected her to display communal
qualities before and after conducting a safety briefing. She shared,
The chief of the boat ended up calling me aside to talk to me over on the fantail of the
boat and was like, “Hey, you came off really rough and just rude this morning and you
didn't say good morning to us,” and all this stuff. And I was just like, “Okay. I didn't hear
anybody say good morning, so I didn't say good morning. I said good morning when I
started my brief, but I didn't say good morning to anybody because I didn't hear anybody
say good morning.” I also was like, “If I came off rough, it's just because I was trying to
be professional.” And he's like, “Yeah, well, you really should smile more.” (VFO 3)
A nine-year veteran Marine Corps captain who served successfully as a pilot in a maledominated organization recalled an experience when she was in a leadership position during a
training event:
I was questioned on more than one occasion, basically because I was perceived to be
young or a female. I remember at one point, a very senior enlisted came up to my boss (
and I was the senior flight lead in a particular planning evolution for a big training
exercise) and specifically told my boss (who was a major at the time), “Your lady pilot is
telling me that she can't land here” etc….It was working with external commands where
it was pretty apparently an issue sometimes. (VFO 7)
In addition, a 12-year veteran Army captain noticed male leaders did not value input from
women as much as those of men. She asserted,
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When I became a captain…I did see where you'd be in a room full, and you'd be one of
two females, and the question would get asked and bounced around amongst the men
before they would turn and ask our opinion. (VFO 2)
The primary focus of this study was to determine whether women experienced role
congruity barriers, while advancing in rank and whether women experienced role congruity
when they attempted to advance in rank to elite-level leadership positions. Based on participants’
responses, women experienced role congruity barriers while advancing to different ranks and/or
at their highest rank. Generally, female officers experienced role congruity most often in the
early years of their careers. When participants served in male-dominated leadership positions or
displayed leadership qualities that are commonly associated with men, they experienced backlash
from their coworkers or supervisors because their actions failed to meet the cultural expectations
for women.
Summary of the Data Analysis
The data collection method consisted of 18 semistructured individual interviews with
veteran officers, one semistructured focus group interview with veteran officers, five
semistructured focus group interviews with currently serving officers, and artifacts as support
documents. At the time of the interviews, the currently serving officers held the ranks of O-2–O6 and served in the U.S. Army, U.S. Air Force, U.S. Marine Corps, U.S. Navy, U.S. Coast
Guard, or Reserve Component. The veteran officers held the ranks of O-3–O-6 and served during
the period 2010–2020 in the U.S. Army, U.S. Air Force, U.S. Marine Corps, U.S. Navy, or U.S.
Coast Guard. Three veteran officer participants provided artifacts as support documents, which
supported their career advancement experiences and the study’s findings that most participants
had favorable advancement and promotion opportunities/experiences.
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The data analysis process involved Moustakas’ (1994) phenomenological model. Data
were managed, organized, and analyzed using the framework method (Gale et al., 2013) and the
thematic analysis method (Braun & Clarke, 2006) with NVivo 12 as an analysis tool. The
analysis of the data revealed four themes and related subthemes for currently serving officer
participants, five themes and related subthemes for veteran officer participants, and one
dominant theme for the artifacts. Chapter 5 includes a discussion of the findings as it relates to
past literature, limitations, recommendations for practice, recommendations for future research,
and a conclusion.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusion, and Recommendations
This research study focused on examining the experiences of veteran female officers who
advanced in rank in the U.S. military to determine if they experienced role congruity barriers,
while advancing in rank and when attempting to advance in rank to elite-level leadership
positions. I used a qualitative phenomenological research design for this study because it
explored the lived experiences of veteran female officers using role congruity theory as the
conceptual framework (Eagly & Karau, 2002). The specific problem addressed in this study was
that female military officers have not advanced at the same rate to elite-level leadership positions
in the military nor as high of levels as their male counterparts. This chapter provides a discussion
of the findings in relation to past literature, limitations, recommendations for practice,
recommendations for future research, and a conclusion summarizing the salient points.
The data analysis revealed five dominant themes for veteran officer participants, four
dominant themes for currently serving officer participants, and one prevalent theme for the
artifacts. The themes for veteran officer participants were: (a) supportive advancement and
promotion opportunities/experiences, (b) barriers and challenges to promotion, (c) career
advancement limitations, (d) gendered service experiences, and (e) blueprint for career success.
The themes for currently serving officer participants were: (a) supportive advancement and
promotion opportunities/experiences, (b) challenging leadership experiences, (c) career
advancement limitations, and (d) gendered service experiences. Supportive advancement and
promotion opportunities/experiences was also the theme for the artifacts. In addition, I employed
the methodological triangulation process which included individual interviews, focus group
interviews, and artifacts during the data collection and analysis process to promote credible
findings (Fusch et al., 2018; Oliver-Hoyo & Allen, 2006).
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Discussion of Findings in Relation to Past Literature
The organizational culture of the U.S. military played a key role in participants’
leadership experiences. These findings, which aligned with Surawicz (2016), validated issues
related to career advancement are generally linked to bias and established culture. Participants’
experiences highlighted the collective attitudes and behaviors within the military that
demonstrated the nature of operating as a predominantly male-dominated institution. This
aligned with previous findings showing hegemonic masculinity is a significant part of the
military culture that implies men are more capable and superior to women (Goldstein, 2018;
Hinojosa, 2010; King, 2016). This societal norm within military culture results in the need for
sustained education within the military to counter its masculine culture and address genderspecific issues such as gender discrimination (Drake, 2006).
When exploring how cultural norms impact women’s assignments to military
organizations with a focus on combat, Farnell (2009) argued that changes must be made to both
policy and military culture to promote women’s advancement into high-level leadership roles.
Despite the need for change, Farnell (2009) did not recommend that specific changes in higher
education were necessary. However, to promote women’s career advancement, appropriate
curriculum should be included in the professional military education system, such as officer
precommissioning programs and military service institutions that award master’s degrees to
include the U.S. Army Command and General Staff College, Air Command and Staff College,
Marine Corps Command and Staff College, and the U.S. Naval War College (Farrell, 2020;
Gleiman & Zacharakis, 2016; Morgado, 2017). Although changes to policy, military culture, and
education are essential, Lammers and Gast (2017) surmised that emphasizing the importance of
women’s career advancement could also serve as a barrier to increasing the number of women in
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leadership. Despite significant advances in promoting workplace equality, the military remains a
male-dominated environment where women strive to demonstrate their worth (Marencinova,
2018).
Research Question 1: Related Findings
The study’s findings related to performance evaluations notably differed from Inesi and
Cable’s (2015) findings that the competence signals of high-achieving women, as noted during
the hiring process, could lead to lower performance evaluations. In contrast to Inesi and Cable
(2015), many study participants indicated that positive performance evaluations played a vital
role in their career advancement and timely promotions.
The finding that participants earned timely promotions aligned with Escobar’s (2013)
findings that women are well-represented in lower-level leadership positions but are not wellrepresented in the highest leadership positions, which mirror the civilian sector. Also reflected in
the theme, Supportive Advancement and Promotion Opportunities/Experiences, are participants’
experiences of serving in women-majority career fields. Since the early 1900’s, women in the
U.S. military have served successfully in medical and administrative jobs and advanced to elitelevel leadership positions, supporting 27% of veteran officer and 30% of currently serving
officer participants’ positive experiences of serving in women-majority career fields (Army
Women’s Foundation, 2021; Barry, 2013; Woelfel, 1981). The finding on positive performance
evaluations is important because of the impact on career progression; however, the finding on
service in women-majority career fields is important because it supports the opposite view of
role congruity and the acceptance of women in traditional career fields. As women continue to
advance in male-dominated job specialties and organizations within the military, ongoing
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education and professional development are essential for creating work environments that
support women at every leadership level (Do & Samuels, 2021; Gleiman & Zacharakis, 2016).
Research Question 2: Related Findings
The study’s findings that some participants received below-average performance
evaluation reports supported Bear et al. (2017) findings that some individuals may use negative
performance feedback as a tool to retain power, resulting in disproportionate advancement of
men’s careers compared to women’s careers. This finding also aligned with Harris’ (2009)
findings that the glass ceiling is evident for women in the Marine Corps and Air Force between
the ranks of captain (O-3) and lieutenant colonel (O-5). For example, an Air Force captain with
11 years of service failed the promotion board selection process to O-4 twice because of a belowaverage performance evaluation report, and a Marine Corps lieutenant colonel with 27 years of
service failed promotion to O-5 when first eligible because of a below-average performance
evaluation report.
Additionally, the study findings related to unplanned pregnancy supported Biggs et al.’s
(2009) prior findings that female officers routinely plan their pregnancies around career
milestones to minimize negative impacts on promotions and advancement (Biggs et al., 2009;
Evans & Rosen, 1997). A 12-year veteran Army captain’s (VFO 2) experience of an unplanned
pregnancy that prevented participation in historically male-only training opportunities is an
example. Receiving a below-average performance evaluation report and experiencing an
unplanned pregnancy were barriers because both were obstacles that prevented career
advancement.
The study’s findings that lack of mentorship from leaders is an issue aligned with
Archer’s (2013) findings that most female military officers stated lack of mentorship was a
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concern for them. Specifically, this study found some female officers described the lack of
mentorship from leaders during the early years of their careers when reflecting on barriers and
challenges to promotion. Because of the military’s male-dominated environment, female
officers’ primary opportunities for mentorship are with male officers, who may have concerns
about the potentially negative perceptions of mentoring female officers (Randolph & Nisbett,
2019).
Some participants’ experiences supported working for a difficult male supervisor and
encountering racism as challenges. These experiences aligned with Eagly and Heilman’s (2016)
finding that stereotyping and prejudice continue to be important topics when examining why
women have not advanced into leadership positions at the same rate as their male counterparts.
Participants’ experiences of interacting with senior leaders who showed indifference or unfair
treatment also reflect those topics and aligned with Asch et al.’s (2016) findings that military
career progression is different for minority and female officers compared to White men.
Therefore, education and training must focus on socializing leaders to behave in a way that
establishes a positive organizational climate for men and women of all races (Segal et al., 2016).
These findings are important because mentorship, positive performance evaluation reports,
planned parenthood, supportive supervisors, and fair treatment are essential for career
advancement.
Research Question 3: Related Findings
The study’s findings related to mentorship aligned with past research findings that
successful mentorship connects to career motivation, professional competence, positive work
relationships, and increased work satisfaction (Abbe, 2020; Amer & Jian, 2018; Johnson &
Andersen, 2015). Researchers acknowledged mentorship should be a part of women’s early
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career experiences, and leaders should groom them to assume senior-level leadership positions
(Ellefson & Magee, 1998; Wallace, 2017).
In examining how to promote women in academia and the healthcare industry,
researchers proposed that organizations address inequity through networking and facilitating
access to mentors and sponsors (Chisholm-Burns et al., 2017; Gaines, 2017). This proposal also
supports the career advancement of female officers because some officers may need assistance
with gaining access to mentors and sponsors. In addition, including the appropriate curriculum at
each level of the professional military education system and gender-related topics in leader
professional development programs are essential for promoting gender-neutral mentorship
(Gleiman & Zacharakis, 2016; Morgado, 2017; Segal et al., 2016). These findings are important
because networking and mentorship are critical elements of career advancement (Doll, 2007),
and they require special attention in male-dominated institutions such as the military.
Research Question 4: Related Findings
The study’s findings of gender bias in the U.S. military supported Ko et al. (2015)
findings that gender bias in male-dominated environments is more noticeable, which could
impact women’s opportunities for advancement. The findings also aligned with Eagly and
Heilman’s (2016) finding that discrimination is women’s greatest challenge, when advancing
into leadership positions. Surawicz (2016) added issues centered on the glass ceiling are usually
linked to bias, more specifically unconscious bias, and established culture. According to SaintMichel (2018), gender stereotyping is an issue, and people should appreciate leaders for their
contributions, regardless of their gender role orientation. Because the obstacles to career
progression center on gender bias and military culture, education and training must identify
gender imbalances and challenge the military’s masculine identity to create inclusive and
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supportive work environments for women (Brown, 2020). These findings are important because
bad behavior tolerated in the workplace indicates women are less valuable than men, which may
ultimately impact retention and female officers’ opportunities for advancement.
Research Question 5: Related Findings
The study’s findings related to role congruity supported Eagly and Karau’s (2002) role
congruity theory in that gender bias existed when there was a perceived lack of congruency
between gender and leadership roles. Descriptive and prescriptive stereotypes could explain the
perception of women in leadership roles (Heilman & Okimoto, 2007). Descriptive stereotypes
define the perception of women, and prescriptive stereotypes define behavioral expectations of
women (Ferguson, 2017; Heilman & Okimoto, 2007). The findings support past research that
women are less of a fit for the leader role because leadership has primarily been a male privilege
in military work environments. The usual agentic characteristics of the leader role connect more
with the male gender role (Braun et al., 2017). Women’s leadership is sometimes perceived as
illegitimate because men are the ideal leaders (Eagly & Heilman, 2016; Rhee & Sigler, 2015).
For example, an Army lieutenant (CSFO 24) with two years of service experienced challenges
with gaining the trust of her leaders which aligned with Saadin et al. (2016) finding that women
experience career challenges earlier than men, and they continue to contend with the glass
ceiling while advancing to more senior managerial positions.
This study’s findings related to the lack of respect from leaders, subordinates, and peers
aligned with Abbe’s (2020) findings that there are perceptions that women are less capable than
their male counterparts. For example, a 24-year veteran African American Navy lieutenant
commander (VFO 15) who successfully performed in a traditionally male-dominated duty
position on a ship as an O-4, failed to get the same follow-on assignment as her White male
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predecessors. This participant’s experience is also an example that aligned with Hoyt and
Murphy’s (2016) findings that a pattern exists with White men occupying elite-level leadership
positions. Similarly, like in RQ4, gender bias and military culture hinder career advancement for
female officers. By focusing on the role congruity theory as the conceptual framework, it helped
me gain a greater understanding of how gender bias and military culture influence attitudes and
behaviors toward women in the military. Appropriate education and training must address these
issues. These findings are important because role congruity centers on gender expectations and
negative perceptions, which can hinder female officers’ career progression.
Limitations
Several factors potentially limit the generalizability of the findings. One limitation was
that, as the researcher, I am a retired U.S. Army officer, which could have biased the results.
Therefore, I used epoche/bracketing before the data collection and analysis process to help
remain unbiased, and I examined the information gained only through researching the
phenomenon, as Moustakas (1994) recommended. Another potential limitation was most
participants served or currently serve as captains (O-3) in the U.S. Army. However, I recruited
across all service branches. Expanding the sample size to capture higher pay grades and more
service branches may offer additional themes and insights.
Recommendations for Practice
The study results provide insight into key areas to increase female officers’ promotion to
elite-level leadership positions in the U.S. military. The recommendations support the career
advancement of these female officers across the service branches. However, they may also apply
to women who aspire to lead in other male-dominated areas and industries. The two
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recommendations are to establish a process for evaluating mentorship programs and implement
ongoing education on diversity and inclusion.
Each service branch should establish a process for evaluating the efficiency and
effectiveness of informal and formal mentorship programs across their organizations. Based on
the Military Leadership Diversity Commission’s (MLDC) conclusions in its issue paper,
Mentoring Programs Across the Services, it is unclear “to what extent most of the programs are
meeting either the direct goal of supplying equal access to mentors or the ultimate goal of
improving the career advancement of all service members—women, minorities, and white men
alike” (MLDC, 2010, p. 5). The study data show some female officers may need assistance with
gaining access to mentors and sponsors; minorities and those serving in predominately maledominated career fields such as aviation and service branches such as the Marine Corps may be
impacted most. The lack of mentors continues to be an issue in the military, contributing to fewer
developmental opportunities and greater barriers to establishing informal mentor connections
(Amer & Jian, 2018; Hoyt, 2016). The recommended assessment should provide information for
commanders at each level to include in their leader professional development programs and
training schedules. In addition, a monitoring system should track that every officer receives
mentorship opportunities. This is important because successful mentorship has been associated
with positive work relationships (Amer & Jian, 2018; Johnson & Andersen, 2015), which may
help some female officers develop strategies to engage difficult supervisors and pursue regular
counseling or mentoring sessions with those supervisors to decrease the chances of receiving
below-average performance evaluation reports.
Senior leaders and commanders should incorporate ongoing education on diversity and
inclusion into the professional military education system, starting with precommissioning
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programs, and leader professional development opportunities throughout officers’ careers. Given
college and university ROTC programs produce the largest number of commissioned officers to
serve in the U.S. military (Government Accountability Office, 2013), these programs should
incorporate the topic of diversity and inclusion into cultural awareness courses to better prepare
men and women to serve together around the world. Not only is it important for them to
understand the cultural characteristics of locations when deployed outside of the United States,
they should also understand the unique aspects of the men and women serving next to them
(Headquarters, 2010). The demographic and interview data of this research study sample
confirmed gender was the primary factor in challenging leadership experiences. According to
Segal et al. (2016), formal training may be required to address the cultural gender stereotypes in
the military because topics related to gender are not a part of leader development programs. This
may also address role congruity and its impact on how some men treat women in the military.
The initial findings in the Department of Defense Board on Diversity and Inclusion Report
showed that nonminority respondents did not view diversity and inclusion as issues that need
attention or further focus in the armed forces (Department of Defense Board on Diversity and
Inclusion, 2020). The results of this study may put forward information to broaden officers’
knowledge through leader professional development programs and an academic curricular
approach in the professional military education system to dismantle the gender stereotypes in the
military (Segal et al., 2016).
Recommendations for Future Research
Based on the results of the study and its limitations, I recommend future researchers build
on the findings of this study. I propose a similar study with participants who hold and/or held the
officer ranks of O-4 and above in solely male-dominated career fields within the U.S. Army,
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U.S. Air Force, U.S. Navy, U.S. Marine Corps, and the U.S. Coast Guard. Contributions from
only field grade officers in male-dominated career fields may provide additional insight into role
congruity, career advancement challenges, and strategies for navigating U.S. military rank
systems. The study should determine the differences or similarities in perspectives between
officers who have achieved average career progression and those whose career advancement is
below average.
I recommend future researchers utilize a convergent parallel mixed-methods approach
(Creswell, 2014). According to Creswell (2014), convergent parallel mixed methods is a research
design that combines both qualitative and quantitative data to provide an extensive examination
of the phenomenon. The different data types may be collected simultaneously or sequentially and
integrated into the study’s findings (Creswell, 2014; Leavy, 2017). Using two methods may
provide greater insights into the data and strengthen the study’s results. The research should
further explore some of the dominant themes from this study, such as challenging leadership
experiences, career advancement limitations, gendered service experiences, in addition to the
gaps in mentorship.
The implications for mentorship in female officers’ career advancement arise from the
nature of the military operating as a predominately male-dominated institution. The study results
support previous research that lack of mentorship is an issue for some female officers, and the
importance of mentorship for career advancement, professional competence, positive work
relationships, and increased work satisfaction (Amer & Jian, 2018; Doll, 2007; Johnson &
Andersen, 2015; Moore & Webb, 1998). Mentorship is a mentor’s intentional focus on a
mentee’s career and professional development (Johnson & Andersen, 2015). Because of the
military’s male-dominated environment, female officers’ primary opportunities for mentorship
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are with male officers, who may have concerns about the potentially negative perceptions of
mentoring female officers (Randolph & Nisbett, 2019). This is an organizational culture issue
that can be addressed through deliberate efforts to create informal networking opportunities
and/or improve established mentorship programs with a “priority of [on] developmental
relationships and carefully selecting, training, and elevating accomplished mentors” (Johnson et
al., 2020). The results of this study may be important because efforts to address mentorship
across the service branches have not been widely effective.
Conclusion
To conclude, this research study added to the body of knowledge on women veterans’
military experiences, women in the military, women in leadership, gender equity, and the role
congruity theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002), ultimately contributing to diversity and inclusion
efforts. The study results highlight the role of gender in the experiences of female officers in the
U.S. military. Using role congruity theory as the conceptual framework exposed experiences of
gender bias (discrimination and stereotypes), sexual harassment, and sexual assault. These
experiences convey that some men have unfavorable views of female officers as military leaders.
Furthermore, the study results specifically show female officers experienced role congruity most
often early in their careers, which confirms the need for ongoing education and mentorship to
create work environments that support women’s career advancement.
For female officers to be promoted to elite-level leadership positions at the same rate as
their male counterparts, senior military and civilian leaders must be aware of the role congruityrelated barriers female officers face while advancing through the ranks. Further, these leaders
must intentionally decrease adverse gender impacts based on operating mainly as a maledominated institution. Therefore, exploring the lived experiences of veteran and currently
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serving officers in this study provides data to evaluate the curriculum throughout the professional
military education system and support strategic plans to decrease the gender gap in the U.S.
military’s highest leadership levels.
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Appendix A: Permission Statement for Figure 3

Permission to Adapt Figure

Glenda Gill xxxxxx@acu.edu
to VANCVAS

Jul 2, 2021, 11:03 AM

Hello,
My name is Glenda Gill. I am a doctoral candidate at Abilene Christian University who is
completing a dissertation, titled "An Examination of Female Officers' Career Advancement in
the U.S. Military."
I am requesting permission to adapt Figure 5. Race and Ethnicity of Women, by Veteran Status:
2015 on page 14 in the publication at the link below to include in my dissertation to support my
description of women veterans.
https://www.va.gov/vetdata/docs/specialreports/women_veterans_2015_final.pdf
Thank you,
Glenda

VANCVAS xxxxxx@va.gov
to me

Jul 7, 2021, 3:11 AM

Hello,
The data in the report are for public use so you can adapt the data with proper citation. The data
for the table is from the American Community Survey from Census and I would suggest using
more current data. You can locate data two ways:
Census - Table Results Tables B21001A-B21001I or https://ipums.org/
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Appendix B: Sample and Data Collection Approach
Guiding Research
Question

Data Collection
Approach

1. What are female
officers’ experiences of
pursuing advancement to
senior-level leadership
positions in the U.S.
Military?

Individual Interview
Protocol

10–20 Honorably
discharged and/or
retired female
officers

Veteran Female
Officers Focus Group
Interview Protocol

4–8 Honorably
discharged and/or
retired female
officers

Individual Interview
Protocol

10–20 Honorably
discharged and/or
retired female
officers

2–4 Air Force
2–4 Army
2–4 Coast
Guard
2–4 Marines
2–4 Navy

(a) What are the barriers
female officers face
when seeking
advancement in the U.S.
Armed Forces?

Veteran Female
Officers Focus Group
Interview Protocol

4-8 Honorably
discharged and/or
retired female
officers

1-2 Air Force
1-2 Army
1-2 Coast Guard
1-2 Marines
1-2 Navy

(b) What challenges do
female officers
experience when
seeking promotion to a
higher rank in the U.S.
Armed Forces?

Currently Serving
Female Officers Focus
Group Interview
Protocol

4-8 Female
officers, who are
currently serving
in the Military

1-2 Air Force
1-2 Army
1-2 Coast Guard
1-2 Marines
1-2 Navy

Individual Interview
Protocol

10-20 Honorably
discharged and/or
retired female
officers

2–4 Air Force
2–4 Army
2–4 Coast
Guard
2–4 Marines
2–4 Navy

2. What do female officers
attribute to their limited
career advancement in
the U.S. Armed Forces?

3. How do veteran female
officers successfully
navigate U.S. Military
rank systems?

Participant Types

Desired N of
Participants
2–4 Air Force
2–4 Army
2–4 Coast
Guard
2–4 Marines
2–4 Navy
1–2 Air Force
1–2 Army
1–2 Coast
Guard
1–2 Marines
1–2 Navy
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Veteran Female
Officers Focus Group
Interview Protocol

4–8 Honorably
discharged and/or
retired female
officers

1–2 Air Force
1–2 Army
1–2 Coast
Guard
1–2 Marines
1–2 Navy

Guiding Research
Question

Data Collection
Approach

4. Are female officers’
experiences serving in
the U.S. Military
gendered?

Individual Interview
Protocol

10–20 Honorably
discharged and/or
retired female
officers

2–4 Air Force
2–4 Army
2–4 Coast
Guard
2–4 Marines
2–4 Navy

(a) Were veteran female
officers’ lived
experiences in the U.S.
Military gendered in
nature and if so, describe
those experiences?

Veteran Female
Officers
Focus Group Interview
Protocol

4–8 Honorably
discharged and/or
retired female
officers

1–2 Air Force
1–2 Army
1–2 Coast
Guard
1–2 Marines
1–2 Navy

(b) How do veteran
female officers’
gendered experiences
compare to currently
serving female officers’
gendered experiences?

Currently Serving
Female Officers Focus
Group Interview
Protocol

4–8 Female
officers, who are
currently serving
in the Military

1–2 Air Force
1–2 Army
1–2 Coast
Guard
1–2 Marines
1–2 Navy

Individual Interview
Protocol

10–20 Honorably
discharged and/or
retired female
officers

2–4 Air Force
2–4 Army
2–4 Coast
Guard
2–4 Marines
2–4 Navy

(a) For female officers
experiencing role
congruity, what were
their lived experiences
as they were advancing
to different ranks?

Veteran Female
Officers
Focus Group Interview
Protocol

4–8 Honorably
discharged and/or
retired female
officers

1–2 Air Force
1–2 Army
1–2 Coast
Guard
1–2 Marines
1–2 Navy

(b) For veteran female
officers who

Currently Serving
Female Officers Focus

4–8 Female
officers, who are

1–2 Air Force
1–2 Army

5. Do female officers
experience role
congruity in the U.S.
Military?

Participant Types

Desired N of
Participants
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experienced role
congruity, what were
their lived experiences
at their highest rank?

Group Interview
Protocol

currently serving
in the Military

Appendix C: Research Recruitment Announcement

1–2 Coast
Guard
1–2 Marines
1–2 Navy
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Appendix D: Individual Interview Protocol
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study is to examine the experiences of
veteran female officers who advanced in rank in the U.S. military. Secondarily, the purpose is to:
(a) determine if women experience role congruity barriers, while advancing in rank and (b)
determine if women experienced role congruity when they attempted to advance in rank to elitelevel leadership positions. From the lessons learned from veteran female officers, I hope to
provide information that will promote change for female officers, who are currently serving and
change the perspective of the senior male officers who are in positions to impact their
advancement.
Women U.S. Armed Forces Officers Leadership, Service, and Experiences Interview
Protocol
Participant Pseudonym and Assigned Number: _________________________________
Open-Ended Individual Interview Questions:
The purpose of the following questions is to gain a better understanding of the women veterans’
military experience:
1. How did you become interested in serving in the military?
2. Describe your overall advancement and promotion experiences in the military. Did you
face more successes or challenges as you advanced in rank as an officer in the U.S.
Armed Forces? Please clarify.
3. Did you experience challenges in getting promoted in the U.S. Armed Forces? Describe
the types of challenges you experienced and why you believe you had such experiences.
4. Describe the overall barriers and challenges to promotion for female military officers.
5. What do you see as reasons for limited career advancement opportunities for female
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military officers? How was your career affected by these limitations?
6.

How do you perceive your gender impacted your experiences in the U.S. Armed Forces?
What are some of your experiences that led you to those beliefs?

7. Tell me about a time when your leadership was perceived to be illegitimate because of
your gender. Were you ever compared to male leaders due to gender?
8. How do you think serving in your respective service branch, as a women officer,
impacted your experience in the U.S. Armed Forces? What are some of your experiences
that led you to those beliefs?
9. Role congruity happens when women are viewed less favorably than men when they
occupy leadership positions. What, if any, were your experiences with role congruity as
you advanced in rank? What, if any, were your experiences at your highest rank?
10. How do you think your performance evaluation ratings impacted your career
advancement?
11. What strategies have you or other female officers successfully utilized to advance further
in the U.S. military?
12. Do you have any suggestions for ways in which the U.S. military service branches can
ensure appropriate and adequate promotion and advancement of female officers?
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Appendix E: Veteran Female Officers Focus Group Interview Protocol
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study is to examine the experiences of
veteran female officers who advanced in rank in the U.S. military. Secondarily, the purpose is to:
(a) determine if women experience role congruity barriers, while advancing in rank and (b)
determine if women experienced role congruity when they attempted to advance in rank to elitelevel leadership positions. From the lessons learned from veteran female officers, I hope to
provide information that will promote change for female officers, who are currently serving and
change the perspective of the senior male officers who are in positions to impact their
advancement.
Women U.S. Armed Forces Officers Leadership, Service, and Experiences Focus Group
Interview #1 Protocol
Before we begin, I would like to highlight a few guidelines for the focus group interviews. I want
everyone to feel comfortable sharing their thoughts and experiences.
Guidelines:
1. Please respect the confidentiality of everyone in the group. The moderator will only
share information anonymously with the faculty advisor and stakeholders, who may
use the research to increase awareness of female officers’ experiences.
2. Please avoid any language that may be offensive to others in the group.
3. The forum is an open discussion for everyone to feel free to express their thoughts
and points of view.
4. It is important that everyone participate in the discussions to ensure all viewpoints are
noted.
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The purpose of the following questions is to gain a better understanding of the women veterans’
military experiences.
1. Describe your overall advancement and promotion experiences in the military. Did
you face more successes or challenges as you advanced in rank as an officer in the
U.S. Armed Forces?
2. Describe the barriers and challenges to promotion for female military officers,
including your experiences.
3. Tell me about the opportunities for female officers to advance into senior-level
leadership positions in the military. Discuss what opportunities are available and the
strategies female officers can employ to reach senior-level ranks.
4. What do you see as reasons for limited career advancement opportunities for female
military officers? How was your career affected by these limitations?
5. Do you perceive your gender impacted your experiences in the U.S. Armed Forces?
What are some of your experiences that led you to those beliefs?
6.

Tell me about a time when your leadership was perceived to be illegitimate because
of your gender. Were you ever compared to male leaders due to gender?

7. Role congruity happens when women are viewed less favorably than men when they
occupy leadership positions. What were your experiences with role congruity as you
advanced in rank? What were your experiences at your highest rank?
Thank you for participating in the focus group interview. As a reminder, I will be the only person
with access to the research data. I will maintain the data in a password-protected file, and your
names will not be shared or published. If you would like to share additional comments, please
contact me at xxxxxx@acu.edu.
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Appendix F: Currently Serving Female Officers Focus Group Interview Protocol
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study is to examine the experiences of
female officers who advanced in rank in the U.S. military. Secondarily, the purpose is to: (a)
determine if women experience role congruity barriers, while advancing in rank and (b)
determine if women experienced role congruity when they attempted to advance in rank to elitelevel leadership positions. From the lessons learned from female officers, who are currently
serving, I will compare their gender related military leadership experiences to those of veteran
female officers. I hope to provide information that will promote change for female officers, who
are currently serving and change the perspective of the senior male officers who are in positions
to impact their advancement.
Women U.S. Armed Forces Officers Leadership, Service, and Experiences Focus Group
Interview #2 Protocol
Before we begin, I would like to highlight a few guidelines for the focus group interviews. I want
everyone to feel comfortable sharing their thoughts and experiences.
Guidelines:
1. Please respect the confidentiality of everyone in the group. The moderator will only
share information anonymously with the faculty advisor and stakeholders, who may
use the research to increase awareness of female officers’ experiences.
2. Please avoid any language that may be offensive to others in the group.
3. The forum is an open discussion for everyone to express their thoughts and points of
view.
4. It is important that everyone participate in the discussions to ensure all viewpoints are
noted.
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The purpose of the following questions is to gain a better understanding of the female military
officers’ experiences.
1. Describe your overall advancement and promotion experiences in the military. Do
you face more successes or challenges as you advance in rank? Please explain.
2. What barriers and challenges have you faced in getting promoted and advancing in
the U.S. Armed Forces? If no barriers or challenges, what are the reasons? If yes,
describe the types of hindrances you experienced and discuss why you believe you
had such experiences.
3. Tell me about the opportunities for female officers to advance into senior-level
leadership positions in the military. Discuss what opportunities are available and the
strategies female officers can employ to reach senior-level ranks.
4. What do you see as reasons for limited career advancement opportunities for female
military officers? How has these limitations affected your career?
5. Do you perceive your gender impacts your experiences in the U.S. Armed Forces?
What are some of your experiences that led you to those beliefs?
6. Tell me about a time when your leadership was perceived to be illegitimate because
of your gender. Were you ever compared to male leaders due to gender?
7. Role congruity happens when women are viewed less favorably than men when they
occupy leadership positions. What were your experiences with role congruity as you
advanced in rank? What were your experiences at your highest rank?
8. Have you advanced as far in the U.S. Armed Forces as you desire/desired to
progress? If so, describe reasons for your advancement. If not, describe why you
believe you have not advanced in rank?
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Thank you for participating in the focus group interview. As a reminder, I will be the only
person with access to the research data. I will maintain the data in a password-protected file,
and your names will not be shared or published. If you would like to share additional
comments, please contact me at xxxxxx@acu.edu.
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Appendix G: Data Source and Instrument Protocol Alignment
Guiding Research Question

Participant Types

1. What are female officers’
experiences of pursuing
advancement to senior-level
leadership positions in the
U.S. military?

Honorably discharged and/or
retired female officers (Ranks:
O-3, O-4, O-5, O-6, O-7 and
above)
Currently serving female
officers (Ranks: O-1, O-2, O3, O-4, O-5, and O-6)

Data Sources – Types of
Information

Related Protocol and
Instrument Question Numbers

Demographic Survey and
Interview Protocol: Women
U.S. Armed Forces Officers
Leadership, Service, and
Experiences Interview
Protocol (see Appendices D,
E, F and H)

Individual Interview Protocol #s
2–12.
Veteran Female Officers
(Honorably discharged and/or
retired female officers) Focus
Group Interview Protocol
#s 1–7.
Currently Serving Female
Officers Focus Group Interview
Protocol #s 2, 1–2

2. What do female officers
attribute to their limited
career advancement in the
U.S. Armed Forces?
(a) What are the barriers
female officers face when
seeking advancement in
the U.S. Armed Forces?
(b) What challenges do
female officers
experience when seeking
promotion to a higher
rank in the U.S. Armed
Forces?

Honorably discharged and/or
retired female officers (Ranks:
O-3, O-4, O-5, O-6, O-7 and
above)
Currently serving female
officers (Ranks: O-1, O-2, O3, O-4, O-5, and O-6)

Demographic Survey and
Interview Protocol: Women
U.S. Armed Forces Officers
Leadership, Service, and
Experiences Interview
Protocol (see Appendices D,
E, F and H)

Individual Interview Protocol #s
2–6, 10–11
Veteran Female Officers
(honorably discharged and/or
retired female officers) Focus
Group Interview Protocol
#s 2, 4–7
Currently Serving Female
Officers Focus Group Interview
Protocol #s 2, 4–7
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Data Sources – Types of
Information

Related Protocol and
Instrument Question Numbers

Honorably discharged and/or
retired female officers (Ranks:
O-3, O-4, O-5, O-6, O-7 and
above)

Demographic Survey and
Interview Protocol: Women
U.S. Armed Forces Officers
Leadership, Service, and
Experiences Interview Protocol
(see Appendices D, E, F and H)

Individual Interview Protocol
#s 2–4, 12

Honorably discharged and/or
retired female officers (Ranks:
O-3, O-4, O-5, O-6, O-7 and
above)

Demographic Survey and
Interview Protocol: Women
U.S. Armed Forces Officers
Leadership, Service, and
Experiences Interview Protocol
(see Appendices D, E, F and H)

Individual Interview Protocol
#s 7–10

Guiding Research Question

Participant Types

3. How do veteran female
officers successfully
navigate U.S. military rank
systems?

4. Are female officers’
experiences serving in the
military gendered?
(a) Were veteran female
officers’ lived
experiences in the U.S.
military gendered in
nature and if so,
describe those
experiences?
(b) How do veteran female
officers’ gendered
experiences compare to
currently serving female
officers’ gendered
experiences?

Currently serving female
officers (Ranks: O-1, O-2, O3, O-4, O-5, and O-6)

Veterans Focus Group
(honorably discharged and/or
retired female officers)
Interview Protocol
#s 1–3

Veterans Focus Group
(honorably discharged and/or
retired female officers)
Interview Protocol
# 5–7
Currently Serving Female
Officers Focus Group
Interview Protocol #5–7

160
Appendix H: Demographic Survey
Multiple Choice and Short Answer
1. What is your name?

2. What pseudonym (code
name) would you like to use,
instead of your real name, to
ensure privacy and
confidentiality?

3. What is your age?
• 18–24
• 25–34
• 35–44
• 45–54
• 55–64
• 65+

4. How would you describe
yourself?
White or Caucasian
Hispanic or Latino
American Indian or Alaska
Native
Black or African American
Asian or Asian American
Native Hawaiian or other
Pacific Islander

5. What branch(es) of the
military have you served?
Select all that apply
Air Force
Army
Coast Guard
Marine Corps
Navy

6. How many years have you
served per military branch?

7. What is your job specialty?

8. What was your
commissioning source?

9. What pay grade did you
achieve in the military?

10. Are you active in military
or veteran’s groups?

11. List the groups you are
involved in.

12. Did you retire from the
military?

(a) Yes
(b) No
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Appendix J: Veteran Female Officers Coding Matrix
Barriers and
Challenges
She experienced
racism and said, “a
good old boy network,” hinders
advancement for
women.

Career Limitations

VFO 1
55–64
0-6
Air Force
28.5 yrs.

Advancement and
Promotion Experiences
Former Telecommunications
Officer who reported
experiencing more challenges
than successes as she
advanced in rank.

VFO 2
35–44
0-3
Army
12 yrs.

Former Public Affairs Officer
who reported receiving
positive evaluation ratings
and being promoted ahead of
her peers.

She stated women
must show up at
their units and
prove themselves to
others.

She experienced an
unplanned pregnancy,
which derailed her career
plans.

She stated berthing
restrictions prevent
women from serving
on all cutters
(boats).

VFO 3
Former Naval Engineering
25–34
Officer who reported being
0-3
promoted when eligible.
Coast Guard
5.5 yrs.
Artifact
(Award)
VFO 4
55–64
O-5
Army
34 yrs.

VFO 3 received the Coast
Guard's Achievement Medal.
Former enlisted service
member and Adjutant General
Corps Officer who reported
being promoted when
eligible.

VFO 5
25–34
O-3
Coast Guard
5 yrs.

Former Response Officer who
reported experiencing more
challenges than successes as
she advanced in rank.

Gendered Experiences

Leadership
Experiences
She experienced gender
She stated men were
discrimination at different often preferred for
times throughout career. leadership positions in
her career field.

Success Strategies

She experienced lack of
support from leaders and
received low scores for
professionalism on a
performance evaluation at
first duty assignment.

She was accused of having
an inappropriate
relationship with a male
subordinate. She talked
about gender stereotypes
in the Coast Guard.

At her highest rank, a
Chief and some
contractors did not
view her leadership
favorably and treated
her unfairly.

Strategies included
having thick skin and
“choosing your
battles."

She experienced a
lack of guidance and
mentorship from
leaders.

She experienced lack of
support from a senior
leader and was
uninformed when her
male peers were
informed.

She stated OCS was tough
and designed for men. It
was an infantry-type
environment where
women were pushed to
prove themselves.

She experienced a
supervisor who
questioned her
competency as a
company commander.

Strategies included
being physically fit (a
good runner),
prepared,
mentorship,
networking, career
management, and
being a team player.

She received low
marks on her performance evaluations
and was passed over
twice for promotion
to O-4.

She experienced lack of
support from senior
leaders to obtain
additional qualifications
for promotion.

She stated there was
not a time when
someone perceived
her leadership to be
illegitimate, and she
had great followers.

Strategies included
having a peer
network and seeking
out other female
officers for
mentorship.

Strategies included
being prepared to
give briefings,
networking, and
maintaining
connections with
elite-level leaders.
She was sexually harassed At her highest rank,
Strategies included
by a supervisor.
her supervisor sought seeking out
ad-vice from a male
mentorship from
peer who she replaced another female officer
in a Public Affairs
and studying the
Officer position.
Army's regulations
(rules and
guidelines).
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VFO 6
45–54
O-4
Army
20.5 yrs.

Advancement and
Promotion Experiences
Served as an enlisted service
member and Adjutant General
Corps Officer. She
experienced more successes
than challenges as she
advanced in rank. She also
received positive
performance evaluations and
promotions when eligible.

Barriers and
Challenges
She stated women
are disadvantaged
when they must
compete against
men in combat arms
career fields.

Career Limitations

Gendered Experiences

She experienced lack of
support from a senior
leader, when volunteering
to deploy to Afghanistan
to enhance her career.

She experienced gender
discrimination when she
was told Afghanistan was
“no place for a girl.”

Leadership
Experiences
When she returned
from a deployment to
Kuwait as a
commander, her boss
did not want her to tell
anyone about her
divorce because he
was concerned about
negative perceptions.

Success Strategies
Strategies included
mentorship,
networking, career
management, and
looking like a soldier,
i.e., physically fit and
meeting
height/weight
standards

VFO 7
25–34
O-3
Marines
9 yrs.

Former pilot who
experienced more successes
than challenges as she
advanced in rank. She
received positive
performance evaluations and
promotions when eligible.

She experienced work–
life balance challenges,
after having a child. Also,
her size disqualified her
from some aircraft.

She experienced gender
She experienced being
bias as the senior flight
undervalued because
lead in a training exercise. she was a young
female leader.

Strategies included
studying hard, being
proactive, being well
rounded, and
physically fit.

VFO 8
45–54
O-6
Army
26 yrs.

Former Quartermaster Officer
who experienced more
successes than challenges as
she advanced in rank. She
received positive
performance evaluations and
promotions when eligible.

She stated sometimes men
don’t think women
deserve to be in the Army,
and some women may not
know how to navigate the
environment.

She experienced gender
bias when an allied male
service member proposed
marriage.

She stated when she
was promoted to O-5,
her boss did not
announce her
promotion like he did
for her male peers.

Strategies included
being competent and
doing a great job.

VFO 9
55–64
O-5
Marines
25 yrs.

Former Communications
Officer who experienced both
successes and challenges as
she advanced in rank. She
received positive
performance evaluations.

She experienced lack of
support from senior
leaders, served as a single
parent, and was not
selected for promotion to
O-6.

She stated a supervisor
questioned her
competency and level
of physical fitness
before reviewing her
records.

Strategies included
being competent,
mentorship, career
management, and
staying physically fit.

VFO 10
45–54
O-5
Army
25 yrs.

Former enlisted service
member, Air Defense Artillery
Officer, and Adjutant General
Corps Officer who
experienced both successes
and challenges as she
advanced in rank. She
received positive
performance evaluations and
promotions when eligible.

She did not know if her
leadership was ever
perceived to be illegitimate. She went running with her Brigade
Commander, who she
believed wasn’t used
to serving with female
officers because of his
distant behavior.

Strategies included
networking, having a
mentor, and
communicating with
her branch manager,
who was responsible
for duty assignments.

She experienced
work–life balance
challenges because
husband did not
want to continue
moving. She left the
Army and returned
after the divorce.
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Advancement and
Promotion Experiences
Former enlisted service
member and Finance Officer
who experienced more
successes than challenges as
she advanced in rank. She was
promoted when eligible.

Barriers and
Challenges
She experienced
work–life balance
challenges as a
single parent.

VFO 12
45–54
O-5
Army
28.5 yrs.

Former Nurse Corps Officer
who experienced more
successes than challenges as
she advanced in rank. She
received positive
performance evaluations and
promotions when eligible.

She experienced
work–life balance
challenges, as a part
of a dual-military
couple with a child.

VFO 13
35–44
O-3
Air Force
7 yrs.

Former Intelligence Officer
who experienced more
successes than challenges as
she advanced in rank. She also
received good performance
evaluations and promotions
when eligible.

She stated "the boys
club" is something
female officers must
figure out how to
navigate.

VFO 14
45–54
O-5
Air Force
22 yrs.

Former Maintenance Officer
who experienced more
successes than challenges as
she advanced in rank. She
received positive evaluations
and promotions when
eligible.

Artifacts
(Bio, resume,
promotion
recommendation)

VFO 14's biography, resume,
and promotion
recommendation to O-6
validated her successful 22year career.

VFO 11
45–54
O-3
Air Force
21 yrs.

Career Limitations

Gendered Experiences
She stated women must
prove themselves to
others because jobs are
mostly male-dominated.

She talked about gender
stereotyping that
categorize women in a
derogatory way.

She stated again, "the boys
club" is something female
officers must figure out
how to navigate.

She experienced work–
life balance challenges, as
a part of a dual-military
couple with children.

She experienced gender
discrimination while
working with allied
military men.

Leadership
Experiences
She was not recognized as a part of a
project team while
deployed. Her male
peers were recognized,
although their project
had a lower dollar
amount.
She stated she worked
with a boss who
wanted her to follow
up with an email, after
telling her something
face-to-face.

Success Strategies

She stated there was
not a time when
someone perceived
her leadership to be
illegitimate.

Strategy was to be
competent.

Strategies included
career management
(education and
volunteering for
special duties).

Strategies included a
planned pregnancy, in
addition to knowing
and complying with
the rules.

She said there was not Strategies included
a time when someone being competent and
perceived her
doing a great job.
leadership to be
illegitimate. If there
was anything, it was
behind her back where
she didn’t hear it.
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Advancement and
Barriers and
Promotion Experiences
Challenges
Former enlisted service
member and Surface Warfare
Officer who experienced more
successes than challenges as
she advanced in rank. She also
was promoted when eligible.

Career Limitations

Gendered Experiences

She experienced lack of
support from senior
leaders. One supervisor
did not recommend her
for command on a
performance evaluation.

.

VFO 16
25–34
O-3
Navy
9.5 yrs.

Former Surface Warfare
Officer who reported
experiencing more successes
than challenges as she
advanced in rank. She
received positive evaluations
and promotions when
eligible.

She stated having a family
is career limiting because
having children takes
away from a career.

She experienced gender
stereotyping during her
first duty assignment on a
ship.

VFO 17
45–54
O-4
Navy
24 yrs.

Former enlisted service
member and Nurse Corps
Officer who experienced more
successes than challenges as
she advanced in rank. She also
received positive evaluations
and promotions when
eligible.

She experienced lack of
She was sexually assaulted
support from senior
and was blamed for being
leaders when she reported assaulted.
that she was sexually
assaulted.

VFO 18
45–54
O-5
Army
22 yrs.

Former Acquisition Corps
Officer, who reported
experiencing more successes
than challenges as she
advanced in rank. She also
reported being promoted
when eligible.

She experienced lack She experienced lack of
of mentorship from support from senior
leaders.
leaders. She had to overexplain and often felt left
out of the officer clique
because of her race and
gender.

VFO 19
45–54
O-5
Army
28 yrs.

Former Medical Specialist
Corps (Registered Dietician),
who experienced more
successes than challenges as
she advanced in rank. She was
promoted when eligible.

She stated the DA
Photo is a problem
because it does not
provide an accurate
assessment of
potential for future
service

VFO 15
35–44
O-4
Navy
24 yrs.

She stated she had to
work harder than her
male peers to be heard or
to prove herself.

Leadership
Experiences
She experienced
skepticism from senior
leaders when selected
to serve in a
historically maledominated leadership
position.

Success Strategies

At her highest rank, an
allied military senior
leader treated her with
a paternalistic attitude.

Strategies included
being meticulous,
working hard, and
performing quality
work.

At her highest rank,
she was viewed as a
strict leader. She
stated the same action
from a male peer
would be perceived as
strong and
commanding.

Strategies included
mentorship,
networking, taking
the jobs nobody
wanted, and working
hard.

She experienced lack
of respect from male
peers. She stated they
would try to over talk
over her or challenge
her to make
themselves look good.

Strategies included
having a senior
mentor and
collaborating with
women leaders.

Strategies included
being visible at
military events,
physically fit,
prepared to give
briefings, and
increasing technical
expertise.
She stated serving in
Strategies included
the Medical Corps was career management
a good experience be- (volunteering to
cause 90% were
attend different
women, and there
schools and
were more
participating in
opportunities for
additional training).
mentorship.
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VFO 20
45–54
O-4
Army
34 yrs.

Advancement and
Promotion Experiences
Former Logistics Officer who
experienced more challenges
than successes as she
advanced in rank. She
reported being promoted
when eligible.

VFO 21
35–44
O-3
Army
13.5 yrs.

Former enlisted service
member and Adjutant General
Corps Officer who
experienced more successes
than challenges as she
advanced in rank.

VFO 22
35–44
O-3
Army
9 yrs.

Former Quartermaster Officer
who experienced more
challenges than successes as
she advanced in rank.

Artifacts
(Photos)

VFO 22’s three photos validated her deployment experience and service recognition. One photo shows her
behind a mounted weapon on
top of a tank during a deployment. The other photos show
her being awarded for
service.

Barriers and
Challenges
She experienced lack
of mentorship from
leaders.

Career Limitations
She experienced racism
and lack of support from
senior leaders.

Gendered Experiences

Leadership
Experiences
Early in her career, male
She experienced
soldiers would validate
numerous situations
her directives with a male when her authority as
non-commissioned officer. a leader was
undervalued.

She experienced work–
life balance challenges as a
mother.

She stated serving in
the Adjutant General
Corps was a good
experience, and stated
her experience was
similar to those
serving in the Medical
Corps.

She stated having kids is
career limiting.

She stated when she
went into the
National Guard,
there was “a good
old boys club” where
women were
overlooked.

She experienced work–life She experienced sexual
balance challenges as a
harassment and sexual
mother.
assault.
She stated having kids
limited her career because
she couldn’t be a good
officer and a good mother,
at the same time.

One of her senior leaders
requested an “attractive
go to female” get paint
during a deployment.
She said female officers
had to work harder to
prove themselves to
others.

She did not know if
anyone in leadership
valued her less, when
compared to her male
peers, but she felt the
difference may have
pushed her to go above
and beyond in her
duties.

Success Strategies
She recommended
remaining unmarried
and not start a family
to ensure focus on
career.
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Appendix K: Currently Serving Female Officers Coding Matrix

CSFO 1
35–44
O-4
Army
17 yrs.

Advancement and Promotion
Experiences
She serves as an Adjutant
General Corps Officer. She
reported experiencing more
successes than challenges in her
career.

CSFO 2
25–34
O-3
Coast Guard
6 yrs.

Barriers and Challenges

Career Limitations Gendered Experiences Leadership Experiences

She worked with a difficult
boss who would not make
eye contact or talk directly
to her in a meeting.

She experiences
work–life balance
challenges, as part
of a dual-military
couple with
children.

She serves as a Marine Safety
Officer. She reported
experiencing more successes
than challenges in her career.
She also reported receiving
positive performance
evaluations.
CSFO 3
She serves as a Civil
25–34
Engineering Officer. She
O-3
reported experiencing more
Coast Guard successes than challenges in her
10 yrs.
career.

She worked with a difficult
boss, who discouraged her
from changing career fields.
He was more supportive,
after she decided not to
pursue another career field.

CSFO 4
35–44
O-3
Coast Guard
10 yrs.

She served as an enlisted service
member before becoming a
Prevention Officer. She reported
experiencing more successes
than challenges in her career.

She stated she had bad
managers and leaders along
the way that only cared
about their own success.

She serves as a Cyberspace
Officer. She reported
experiencing more challenges
than successes in her career.

She stated she had a
difficult boss and there was
nothing she could do to
make him happy.

CSFO 5
25–34
O-3
Air Force
11 yrs.

She experienced working with a
difficult boss who would not
make eye contact or talk directly
to her in a meeting.

She stated she has not had many
barriers to promotion.

She stated
opportunities are
lost when taking
time off to have a
baby and recover.

She received a
referred (negative)
performance
evaluation report
which has prevented
her from being
promoted to 0-4,
twice.

Working in her career field has
been a positive experience. She
has had mentorship
opportunities from senior female
officers.
She experienced gender
bias when she interacted
with men in allied
militaries.

She had a negative experience
with men in allied militaries who
had lack of respect for women
leaders and their preference to
talk to male leaders.

She stated one of her
bosses told her not to let
her extra hormones
impact her decisions and
attitude on the floor.

She was not taken seriously
early in her career because she
was a young officer. People tried
getting things past her.
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CSFO 6
35–44
O-5
Army
20 yrs.

Advancement and Promotion
Barriers and Challenges
Experiences
She serves as an Adjutant
General Corps Officer. She
reported experiencing more
successes than challenges in her
career. She also reported
receiving positive evaluations
and promotions when eligible.

CSFO 7
25–34
O-3
Coast Guard
6 yrs.

She serves as an Operations
Ashore Officer. She reported
more successes than challenges
in her career. She also reported
receiving positive evaluations
and promotions when eligible.

CSFO 8
25–34
O-4
Navy
12 yrs.

She serves as a Nurse Corps
Officer. She reported
experiencing more successes
than challenges in her career.
She also reported receiving
positive evaluations and being
promoted when eligible.

CSFO 9
25–34
O-2
Coast Guard
3 yrs.
CSFO 10
45–54
O-6
Navy
27 yrs.

She serves as an Engineering
Officer. She reported
experiencing more challenges
than successes in her career.
She serves as a Nurse Corps
Officer. She reported
experiencing more successes
than challenges in her career.

Career Limitations Gendered Experiences Leadership Experiences
She stated her leadership
experiences have been positive.

She stated
limitations to career
advancement
include not
connecting with
peers and
subordinates.
She stated not
having a network.
Also, the good old
boys’ network,
based on talking to
female officer peers
in other career
fields.

At her first duty assignment, she
was told she "comes off too
strong."

She stated nurses are
undervalued as leaders
compared to male physician
leaders.
She also stated women are
viewed as weak sometimes and
are not always taken seriously.
She has been advised to
be friendlier, more
confident, and to "stop
being a bull in a China
shop."
She stated when arriving
to a duty assignment, her
male subordinates had
already decided they
were not going to work
well with her.

She is interrupted often, while
speaking and often ignored
during meetings.

Her authority as a leader has
been undervalued and she has
experienced lack of respect at
times throughout her career.
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CSFO 11
45–54
O-4
Army
26 yrs.

Advancement and Promotion
Barriers and Challenges
Experiences
She served as an enlisted service
member before becoming a
Behavioral Health Officer
(Clinical Social Worker). She
reported experiencing more
challenges than successes in her
career.

CSFO 12
45–54
O-5
Marines
27.5 yrs.

She served as an enlisted service
member before becoming a
Judge Advocate General
Officer. She reported
experiencing more challenges
than successes in her career.

She experienced working
for a difficult boss, who
rated her below average on
an evaluation report, which
initially prevented her from
promotion to O-5.

CSFO 13
25–34
O-3
Marines
4.5 yrs.

She serves as a Supply Officer.
She reported experiencing more
successes than challenges in her
career. She also reported she
was promoted when eligible.

She asked her boss how she
could improve her
leadership skills. He told
her she could carry a crewserve (large and heavy)
weapon.

CSFO 14
25–34
O-3
Army
9 yrs.

She serves as a Chemical Corps
Officer. She reported
experiencing both successes and
challenges in her career.

She experienced working
with a difficult boss, who
yelled at her and belittled
her because of her weight.

CSFO 15
25–34
O-3
Coast Guard
7 yrs.

She serves in the Naval
Engineering Officer. She
reported experiencing more
successes than challenges in her
career.

Career Limitations Gendered Experiences Leadership Experiences
She experienced challenges
throughout her career. Not sure
if things were done intentionally
to discriminate or to hold her
back.

She is a mother who
is married to a
civilian who works,
which limits her
ability to take
command positions
and attend
schooling.

She stated she has been
described as "abrasive,"
but her male peers
behave the same way
and are considered
competent.

She had varying leadership
experiences throughout her
career. She stated the Marine
Corps does not embrace women
as leaders.

She experienced sexual
harassment from a male
subordinate.

Her ideas were not valued compared to her male counterparts in
briefings. A male Marine
disrespected her in front of a
formation of junior male
Marines. She stated there is a
double bind for women. They
must be better than everyone
else, and when they are better,
they do not get recognized.
She stated she did not have
challenges early on. Later, she
experienced stress related to
work environment and toxic
leaders.
She experienced loud talking or
yelling from a male member of
her department whenever he
talked to her. She noticed he did
not speak to anyone else the
same way.

170

CSFO 16
35–44
O-5
Army
17.5 yrs.
CSFO 17
25–34
O-3
Marines
7 yrs.

Advancement and Promotion
Experiences
She serves as a Judge Advocate
General Officer. She reported
experiencing more successes
than challenges in her career.

She serves as a Logistics
Officer. She reported
experiencing more successes
than challenges in her career.
She also reported being
promoted when eligible.
CSFO 18 She serves in the Naval Aviation
35–44
career field. She reported
O-3 Marines experiencing both successes and
14 yrs.
challenges in her career. She
reported being promoted when
eligible.

CSFO 19
35–44
O-5
Army
16 yrs.

She serves as a Nurse Corps
Officer. She reported
experiencing both successes and
challenges in her career.

Barriers and Challenges

Career Limitations Gendered Experiences Leadership Experiences
She stated her leadership was
questioned, and was asked, "Are
you a real lawyer?"

She stated negative
things were said about
her, when she became
friends with a married
male peer.
She stated there was a lack
of mentorship.
She stated she was told to
carry the saw, a large and
heavy weapon, because it
would make her stronger.

She stated she has had very
tense discussion with
leaders, because of racism
and bigotry.

She does not know if her
leadership has been perceived as
illegitimate but stated female
officers must articulate and
prepare themselves very
differently.
She stated she has a strong
performance record and a
master's degree and believes she
should have been promoted.

She has had to create a
barrier between herself
and her male peers to
keep them at a distance
to prevent rumors. She
also stated gender bias
exists when people on
promotion boards want
to promote people who
look like them.
She has felt
A senior male leader stated she
uncomfortable
was being "very aggressive"
throughout her career
about her job.
because of numerous
sexual harassment type
moments. She concurred
with other focus group
participants that she has
had to create distance
between herself and her
male peers to prevent
rumors.
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CSFO 20
55–64
O-5
Army
25 yrs.

Advancement and Promotion
Experiences
She serves as an Adjutant
General Corps Officer. She
reported experiencing both
successes and challenges in her
career.

Barriers and Challenges

She stated racial and gender As a single parent,
barriers have been her
she made career
biggest challenges.
decisions based on
being present for her
child.

CSFO 21
25–34
O-4
Army
11 yrs.
CSFO 22
25–34
O-2
Army
7 yrs.

She serves in the Nurse Corps.
She reported experiencing more
successes than challenges in her
career. She also reported being
promoted when eligible.
She serves as a Quartermaster
Officer. She reported
experiencing more successes
than challenges in her career.

CSFO 23
25–34
O-2
Army
3.5 yrs.

She serves as an Intelligence
Officer. She reported
experiencing more successes
than challenges in her career.
She also reported being
promoted when eligible.
She serves as an Adjutant
General Corps Officer. She
reported experiencing more
successes than challenges in her
career. She also reported being
promoted when eligible.

She stated her boss stopped
making eye contact and
talking to her, after she told
him she was pregnant. She
received a below average
rating on an evaluation.

She serves in the Manpower
Management career field. She
reported experiencing more
successes than challenges in her
career. She also reported being
promoted when eligible.

She worked for a difficult
boss, who would not take
actions she would route to
him. Later, she found out he
did not treat anyone else the
same way.

CSFO 24
25–34
O-2
Army
2.5 yrs.

CSFO 25
45–54
O-5
Marines
20 yrs.

Career Limitations Gendered Experiences Leadership Experiences

She experiences
challenges
balancing family
and career.

She concurred with other
focus group participants
that she has had to create
distance between herself
and her male peers to
prevent rumors.
She experienced
negative perceptions and
had to distance herself
from a friendship with a
male peer.
She stated she walked in
her married male boss
talking to other men
about his openness to
fornicate with other
women.

She stated she had more
successes as a junior officer, and
more challenges as a senior
officer.

She experienced a male peer
questioning her diagnosis of a
female patient.

She stated she had only been
promoted once, so far, and has
not had as much exposure to
senior leadership.

She stated she had only been
promoted once, which was
automatic based on time in
service.

She stated she
decided to hold off
on having a family,
while in the military
because of work–
life balance
concerns.

She stated one of her bosses
always validated information she
provided, regardless of her
efforts.

She stated she has had to "overexplain and provide a lot more
academic rigor when providing
recommendations up the chain
of command."
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